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Abstract
What We Teach is a linked collection of nonfiction essays. The two major figures that appear 
throughout the collection— a domineering father and an underperforming high school in rural 
Mississippi—initiate explorations of power, violence, and the role of individual choice. A man 
copes with his upbringing as a bigot while teaching in a school attended almost exclusively by 
black students; a father and son consider ending their relationship after years of turmoil; a 
teacher struggles with his aversion to violence in a school filled with fights; and a young couple 
becomes romantically entangled amidst chaos. The collection draws on the literary nonfiction 
traditions established by authors such as George Orwell, JoAnne Beard, Eula Biss, Richard 
Rodriguez, and Anne Lamott. Informed by a sense of displacement and structured around 
compelling scenes, the essays investigate what we teach our children at home and in our schools.
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A Fighting Man
In the morning we sometimes played baseball before school. We set up on the diamond, 
one boy to each base. We umpired by committee, each boy putting in his two cents on strikes, 
balls, and outs. The morning games let us act out our sandlot fantasies. W e’d point to the outfield 
to call our shots like the Bambino and assume the personas of our modern-day heroes. One day, 
standing at the plate as Barry Bonds, I smashed a single down the left field line. After catching 
my breath, I stood on first base. Matt was playing shortstop. W e’d grown up together, but had 
never been close.
I took my lead from first. The next batter hit a slow groundball to Matt and I took off 
towards second base. I ran as fast as I could, pumping my arms with all the vigor of my eight 
years. Matt scooped up the ball and moved towards second to force me out. I reached the base 
moments before he did.
“You’re out,” Matt said.
I was quick to reply, “No I’m not.”
“Yes, you are,” Matt retorted.
We went back and forth this way for what felt like several minutes. Quickly a chorus of 
voices rose up from the other boys, shouting, “Matt, you didn’t make it,” or “He’s safe.” I felt 
vindicated and held my ground.
The stakes rose for Matt. The pressure of our peers left him with few opportunities for a 
graceful exit. He turned to look at the other boys. Seeing no supportive faces, he returned his 
gaze to me and said, “Get off the base.”
Still feeling bold, I replied, “No.” Matt cocked his right arm and unleashed a jab to the 
left side of my face. I was momentarily stunned—I was in my first fist fight. As an only child, I
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lacked the combative training of my peers, yet by instinct, I raised my right arm and returned the 
favor. This act was met with another blow from Matt. I responded with a right hook.
We stood there, taking short, deep breaths, staring into each other’s eyes, waiting for the 
other guy to make the next move. When neither of us did, I turned and walked away from the 
field without saying a word. I didn’t stop until I got to the boy’s bathroom where I began sobbing 
in a stall.
Aside from my encounter with Matt, I survived my childhood relatively unscathed by 
violence. I grew up in an upper-middle class suburb occupied by young families who moved in 
to the cheap tract housing in the mid-eighties. It was a small miracle that my peers didn’t beat me 
more frequently. My parents divorced when I was four; I spent the rest of my childhood pissed 
off, and I had a fat mouth.
By the time I reached the fifth grade, I only had one friend. Danny and I spent every 
recess and lunch break playing tetherball. I’d mastered a left-handed throwing technique that 
twirled the ball above his head. He’d leap, snag the rope, and throw the ball round and round the 
pole. Many of our games were determined by the ringing of the bell. But on days Danny was 
absent from school, I often sat alone on a bench. I buried my hands in my face and prayed for the 
bell to ring. Other students would walk by, tell me I looked constipated, and run back to their 
friends to laugh. Luckily, I was smart enough to have a strong sense of my place on the school­
yard pecking order, so I made sure my anger rolled downhill to the kids who were marginally 
weaker than I. Though it was a small group of victims, I terrorized them.
My class had P.E. every day. For whatever game we played, the teacher selected team 
captains who would pick the teams. Without fail, I was chosen second-to-last. Not only was I a
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loud mouth, but my belly hung over the top of my pants and I was as likely to be hit by an un­
tethered ball as to catch it. Chris, an even heavier kid who wore lime green sweat pants to school 
every day, was always picked after me. He was the type of kid who once ordered a video game 
written in Japanese just so he wouldn’t have to wait for the release of the American version. He 
was the perfect target for someone like me.
During my solitary recesses, I sought Chris out. He usually stood alone somewhere on the 
playground and the lime green pants made him easy enough to find. His last name began with a 
P, so I took to following him around shouting, “Chrispity crunchity peanut buttery,” or just 
“Crispy” when I felt lazy. The food reference gave the moniker layers and I relished my wit.
As long as I focused my attacks on Chris, I could vent my post-divorce pre-adolescent 
rage with relative impunity. Of course, part of the problem was that I thought I was significantly 
smarter than I actually was, so I did occasionally run into a kid who was fully capable of beating 
me up. In these instances the upper-middle class stability of the school came to my rescue. I was 
a master manipulator and tattletale who would run and tell at the first sign of trouble. I was so 
good at weaving these stories that I’d even whip myself into a frenzy, weeping as I recounted the 
wrong visited upon me while conveniently leaving out the part where I had instigated the whole 
thing.
I continued to torment Chris throughout elementary school, pushing him further and 
further to the margins. I learned to find strength by exploiting weakness. But the daily 
harassment proved too much for Chris. At the end of our fifth grade year, he changed schools.
For Chris, the transfer provided relief. For me, losing Chris meant I was picked last.
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The violence of the suburb I grew up in was obtuse. Fear of failure motivated us; I had a 
weeks-long panic attack after I got a “C+” in my seventh grade science class because I knew that 
I would never go to Harvard. Alienation combined with relative wealth and few outlets for rage 
can create a frightening beast.
John and I began hanging out in our middle school gym class. We both occupied places 
on the fringes of the school hierarchy. I still had no friends because I was angry with my parents 
and John kept to himself because his dad was a negligent alcoholic who terrorized him. John 
would tell me stories about stealing his dad’s cigarettes and Vicotin and about the Nicaraguan 
mother and daughter his father kept in the basement as domestic and sex slaves. I loved his 
stories. Listening to John talk was like being transported to a world where my loneliness and 
anger felt forgettable. The things John said also seemed plausible. His bleary eyes and dirty 
clothes, for all I knew, could very likely have been the product of pill-fueled nights keeping an 
eye on the slaves while dad tied one on.
Under the dry heat of the California sun, John and I walked the track in our green gym 
shorts. We talked about the sluts who flashed their panties to the budding jocks and our dream of 
opening a strip club to put those girls to work. Eventually, John started talking about all of the 
teachers and kids at school who pissed him off. There were so many that he’d started keeping a 
list. And unlike the prescription drugs and the slave family, he actually had the list to show me. 
There were fifteen names in all. He planned to set up on top of the building overlooking the main 
quad. From there, he would use a scoped rifle— and he knew exactly where his dad kept one—to 
start making his way down the list. Check, check, check, he’d say until they stopped him.
We were living in the post-Columbine world. Though I talked the talk of the angry loner, 
I knew that my future success hung in the balance. I didn’t have the stomach for carnage or
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failure. After gym that day, I told the school counselor what John had said. Luckily, several other 
boys had been within earshot when John laid out his plan, so I named them as witnesses to cover 
my tracks. I didn’t want to make John’s list. Fortunately, the school conducted its investigation 
quickly and quietly. I didn’t see John for the rest of the year.
By keeping a low profile, I avoided further violence until college. My freshman 
roommate, Mike, was an older brother figure. The first week we lived together, we were 
throwing around a football with a couple of other guys from the dorm. Whenever the ball came 
my way, I positioned myself in its path and either leapt or squatted so that the ball hit me in the 
stomach. I would then wrap the ball in my arms. After a few of my catches, Mike came over and 
asked if I was okay. Sensing my incompetence, he gave me a quick tutorial on how to catch a 
football.
Months later, somebody in the dorm bought a set of inflatable boxing gloves. The mixed- 
sex residents stood shoulder-to-shoulder in hallway as the boys playfully pounded each other 
with the gloves. When Mike’s and my turn came up, I made him promise not to hit me in the 
head. I was scared and girls were watching. He agreed and the referee counted down “3, 2, 1, 
fight.” Mike unleashed a flurry of jabs to my body. I dropped my hands to protect myself and I 
backed up to get away, but ran into the wall of people behind me. After pummeling me with ten 
to fifteen shots, he reached back and hit me with a right hook to the head. “Fuck you,” I shouted 
and tore off my gloves.
“Oh, come on,” he replied. Relieved, I pushed my way through the crowd and went back 
to our shared room to sulk.
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Later, after we’d made up, we talked about how neither of us had been in a bare-knuckle 
fight as an adult. W e’d watched Fight Club and dreamt of unleashing our true selves. At night 
we’d get fired up on cheap beer and walk the streets with our chests puffed out. Encountering 
groups of fraternity brothers on a similar mission, both groups would eye each other, looking for 
an excuse to fight. But every time things started looking hairy, I slipped away.
After graduating from college with my combative virginity intact, I moved to rural 
Mississippi to teach. At our first school-wide meeting three days before students were scheduled 
to arrive, our principal formed all of us teachers into a large circle. She then introduced a ball 
into the equation and explained that we were going to toss the ball around the circle. When you 
caught the ball, you said your name and one thing you were hoping to accomplish during the 
school year.
Standing in the circle were seven of us from a national teaching program. W e’d been 
hired because the school was failing and the district had trouble finding qualified teachers. We 
had no experience. My knowledge of teaching came from five weeks of emergency training and 
a variety of pamphlets. On paper, the school was the antithesis of the schools I’d grown up in. 
Where my high school drew mostly white and Asian students from wealthy neighborhoods, this 
school was filled with black students from low-income communities. As the game progressed, it 
became increasingly clear that we didn’t quite fit in.
“My name is Mr. Jones and I want my students to pass the state test,” said one of the 
veterans.
“Hi, my name is Ms. Bently and I want my students to become agents of change,” said 
one of my cohort.
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“I’m Mr. S and I want my students to follow the rules,” said a vet.
“Hello, my name is Ms. Kirk and my vision is for my students to make significant gains 
in their education,” said another newcomer from the teaching program.
“My name is Ms. Johnson and my students will be disciplined,” said a veteran teacher.
I caught the ball and blurted out, “My name is Mr. Hinckley and I want my students to 
read because they want to, not because they have to.” A part of me felt idiotic for oozing 
idealism, but I didn’t have the experience to speak to anything else. With less than twenty hours 
of classroom time under my belt, ideas were all I had.
Then Mr. N took center stage. Wearing a short-sleeved button-down bowling-style shirt 
and sporting a golden front tooth, he commanded the attention of the room. “All right, for those 
of you who don’t know, I ’m Mr. N, history teacher,” he began. “We all know this isn’t going to 
be easy.” This deviation from the script was met with approval from the other veteran teachers 
who mmmmhmmmmed and nodded their heads in agreement. “But we’ve got to do this 
together,” he continued. “I don’t care if you’ve been here for five years or five minutes, we have 
got to teach these children to do right and to pass these tests. That’s what I’m going to do.”
Later, Mr. N made sure to introduce himself. When I first met him, he told me about the 
seven new paddles he’d made over the summer, each named after one of his seven sisters. He 
liked to give the boys a choice; and he only paddled boys. He never explained why. I assumed it 
was because of the sexual connotations of a middle-aged man spanking a teenage girl, but it 
could have also been a function of old-school chivalry. He told me that if  I ever had a problem 
with a student, I should send the boy down to his classroom, no matter what part of the class 
period it was, and he would take care of the kid for me.
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It was easy to dismiss Mr. N as part of the abhorrent past, clinging to traditions because 
he didn’t know any better, because someone had once said spare the rod, spoil the child. Hadn’t 
I come to the school to try to effect some sort of change, to make a difference in the lives of my 
students? I didn’t feel like following an antiquated system that accomplished nothing more than 
creating a culture of fear, forcing children to associate authority with violence and compliance 
with force, so I wrote Mr. N off.
Several weeks into the school year, a joyous cry rose from the mass of students in front of 
me as I walked down the breezeway to teach my first period class. All over the school feet began 
moving towards the commotion. We were like a herd of antelope on the Serengeti, but instead of 
avoiding danger we sought it out.
Over the top of the students’ heads I saw two boys standing at the edge of a soybean 
field. Large puddles covered the area from heavy rain the night before. The ground was a soup of 
mud and schoolyard debris. The stench from an overflowing sewage line permeated the air. One 
boy wore a white tank top, the other a white undershirt, both having stripped their school 
uniforms and jewelry to prevent loss or damage. The boys were tall and lanky with the sinewy 
muscles of youth.
They each lunged forward, grabbing each other by the shoulders, twisting back and forth, 
trying to wrestle the other to the ground. The onlookers cheered, calling out words of 
encouragement to their champions. “Take him down. Fuck that motherfucker up. Get him.” 
Despite the advice from their peers, neither boy seemed to make much progress. They simply 
swayed back and forth like trees in the first wind of a storm.
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I stood there, a mere observer. This was the first fight I’d seen and it did not occur to me 
that I, a teacher, should intervene. I wasn’t afraid of getting hurt—I was much larger than both 
the fighting pre-teens. Nor was I concerned with punishment or sanction from the school. Rather, 
the scene unfolding before me just didn’t fit within any of my pre-existing frameworks. Being 
teacher and a fighter did not go together. So I idly took the scene in until two veteran teachers 
burst from the crowd and began slogging through the grass towards the combatants. Having a 
model to follow, I leapt from the pavement onto the grass. The other teachers were well ahead of 
me and closing in on the fighters when the boy in the tank top got the upper hand, kicking the 
legs out from under his opponent and throwing him to the ground. The body landed in a puddle, 
showering the two approaching teachers as they reached the scene. The teachers grabbed the tank 
top wearing boy by the arm and bent down to help the defeated child. Other teachers arrived and 
started the process of crowd control, ushering the bystanders to class. I was much better suited to 
this secondary role, I began telling students to move it along.
One day, I stood in front of my seventh grade class conducting a lesson on prefixes and 
suffixes. I explained that our prefix of the day, “re,” meant that you did something again, as in 
the sentence, “Kobe Bryant hopes to reappear in the NBA championship.” As I wrote the 
sentence on the board, I heard a voice murmuring in the background. Turning to face the class, I 
saw Damon talking to the boy seated next to him. “Damon,” I said. “Please stop talking.” 
Expecting that this kind confrontation would put an end to the matter, I prepared to return my 
attention to the board until Damon again interrupted me.
“I’m not talking,” he replied.
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Seeing this response as a direct challenge to my authority and wanting to make sure I 
stood my ground, I replied, “I saw you talking; please stop.” I was still learning the ropes of 
maintaining order in my classroom and thought that a teacher should never back down from a 
battle. I didn’t have a strong model for projecting male authority. My father was exceptionally 
passive-aggressive, relying on prolonged periods of the silent treatment followed by explosive 
conflict to establish and maintain control. Refusing to acknowledge a child for hours, days or 
weeks was not a viable means of classroom management, so I did my best to wing it.
Damon seemed to have a pretty rough go of things. His front right tooth had a chip 
running diagonally, cutting off about a third of the tooth. The loose clothing hanging off him was 
a function of hand-me-downs, not fashion. The bristles of the hairbrush he carried were worn and 
jagged, unlike the pristine models of his peers. I imagined his life being largely out of his 
control, being denied many of the things he desired. Yet he could control my classroom. Turning 
to his neighbor, Damon said, “This man is always trying to get me into trouble. He must have it 
out for me.”
“This man is standing right here, Damon,” I replied. “And if you have something to say, 
you can say it to me.” At the time I didn’t realize that I was engaging Damon in a rapidly 
escalating conflict, one in which he was faced with only two choices, neither of which was 
desirable. He could either comply with my instructions and thereby lose face with his peers, or 
he could continue to raise the stakes, risking further punishment, but maintaining his budding 
alpha-male status. He chose the latter.
“I’m not afraid of you,” he said. “I’ll say whatever the fuck I want.” Recognizing that 
there was now very little I could do to curtail the situation, I sought external reinforcements. I 
pressed the button to activate the intercom to the front office.
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“Yes,” said the intercom voice.
“I have a student I need removed from the classroom,” I explained.
“Okay,” said the voice, clicking off the intercom.
Meanwhile, Damon continued spewing obscenities and denials that he had been talking. 
Growing up, I was regularly told by teachers to stop talking in class. I might have occasionally 
graduated to the denial stage, but from there I would quickly retreat into silent pouting. Never 
would it have occurred to me continue the fight openly. As I stood by the door waiting for help 
to arrive, I couldn’t figure it out.
The security guard, standing at over six feet tall and barrel-chested, walked through the 
door. “Hey man, quit that shouting,” he said to Damon, and Damon immediately stopped talking. 
I explained the situation. The guard nodded his head and told Damon to come out into the hall. 
Damon begrudgingly complied while reasserting his innocence. He brushed past me into the 
hallway and the security guard closed the door. Finally rid of the agitation, I returned to the 
board to resume my lesson, but was interrupted by a loud crack coming from the hallway. The 
remaining students in the classroom turned their head toward the sound. Another crack and then 
a third followed. The sound had force behind it, but was characterized by a dullness that lacked 
the quality of a two solid objects striking one another. Then the door opened and Damon walked 
back into the classroom rubbing his hindquarters and fighting back tears.
“He’ll be all right,” said the security guard, his head barely poking into the entrance of 
the room. “I gave him three licks.” Unsure of what that meant, I thanked him anyway and 
returned my attention to the classroom. Damon stood by his desk, continuing to rub his backside.
“Sit down, Damon,” I said, feeling the need to ride the wave of whatever authority the 
security guard had brought into the classroom. Damon did not respond.
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“He just got paddled,” said another student. I knew the school used corporal punishment, 
but assumed that such abuse was reserved for serious offenses. It never occurred to me that 
calling the office was effectively asking for someone to come and beat Damon. Before I began 
working at the school, I swore to myself that I would never use corporal punishment with 
students, no matter how much I was pressured to do so by other teachers or administrators. Now 
I had blood on my hands.
I moved closer to Damon, who had taken his seat. Bending down to his eye level, I 
leaned in and said in a hushed voice, “I’m so sorry, Damon. If I knew you were going to get 
paddled, I would have never sent you out there.”
“Man, get away from me,” he replied. I walked away.
Following the incident with Damon, the conditions in my classroom steadily declined. At 
least half my students talked throughout my lessons, their voices rising so high that they 
frequently drowned mine out. I tried using hand signals like the quiet coyote, with thumb pressed 
to middle and ring fingers forming the snout and pinky and pointer fingers forming the ears. On 
good days most students would form the quiet coyote while continuing to talk. On bad days I 
would be ignored and the hand signals I received were anything but cute animals.
I also tried public shaming by sitting in front of the class holding a clock and keeping a 
running record on the board of how much time they’d wasted by talking. I hoped that my 
students would recognize they were squandering their education. Instead, I would usually get 
five minutes in before anyone noticed. Then, one of the students would start shouting, “Quiet 
down everyone, he’s holding the clock.” A few students might look forward before turning back
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to their conversations. Now implicated in the process, the good-willed student would get more 
involved. “Shut up everybody, I’m trying to learn,” he’d shout.
“Don’t tell me to shut up. You shut up,” would come the reply. Soon, mother comments 
were involved and all control lost.
In the midst of my classroom din, I found Frankie to be a convenient target. I’d long ago 
learned to identify those who were weaker than I. Frankie was one of the smallest students in the 
class and he had clear impairments. His speech was difficult to understand, his penmanship was 
poor, and he struggled to read at his grade level. When I told Frankie to be quiet and he, 
predictably, replied that he hadn’t been talking, I was prepared with a new form of punishment.
A few days earlier I had spoken with another first-year teacher who had similar behavior 
problems in his classroom. He told me that while he was uncomfortable with paddling students 
himself, he had found a happy medium in “soft corporal punishment.” He had his misbehaving 
students squat with their backs against the wall and their arms extended out in front of their 
bodies. The students were assigned a certain amount of time to hold the squat. If the student 
spoke or broke form at any point during the allotted period, the time would start over.
So when Frankie challenged me, I told him to get up and go to the back of the room. This 
odd, new behavior caught the attention of the other students in the class and they all turned to see 
what was going to happen. I walked over to the wall and demonstrated the proper squat form for 
Frankie. “You’re going to do this for one minute,” I said. I pressed my back against the wall and 
lowered my behind. “If you talk at all, I’m going to start your time over and add another 
minute.” I had modified the procedure to make it more severe.
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“Whatever,” Frankie replied, walking over to the wall and slouching down. He made a 
half-hearted attempt to perform the squat. The rest of the students remained silent, eager to see 
what would happen next.
“Lower,” I commanded. Frankie slid his bottom a few inches down the wall. “More,” I 
said. The students behind me rustled, jockeying for better positions to watch. Frankie slid down 
further. His backside now in the proper spot for the squat, I told him to stretch out his arms. He 
complied and I announced, “Your time starts now.” I turned to watch the clock mounted on the 
wall.
Ten seconds in to the punishment, a student in the background said, “You’re weak, 
Frankie.”
“Shut up, man,” Frankie replied with a laugh
Ignoring the antagonizing child, I announced, “No talking. Your time starts over and you 
now have two minutes.”
“I don’t care,” replied Frankie.
“Time starts over; you now have three minutes,” I said.
“This is easy,” said Frankie. Seeing that we were locked in a battle, I changed my 
approach. Reaching over to my desk, I picked up a textbook weighing roughly four pounds and 
handed it to Frankie.
“Hold this,” I instructed. He grabbed the book, resting it on his knees as he maintained 
the squat. W e’d been at it for almost two minutes—it was too late to back out. “Not on your 
knees,” I said. “Out in front of you.”
“This is nothing,” Frankie replied. The rest of the students started getting restless.
“That man’s crazy,” one student said.
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“Don’t stop, Frankie; you can do it,” said another.
I reached over to my desk and grabbed another four textbooks and handed them to 
Frankie. “Lift it over your head,” I said. He raised the stack, locking his elbows to support the 
weight above his head. “Your time starts now.” Frankie grimaced, his arms wavering. He held 
the modified squat. I turned to the rest of the class. “If you don’t follow the class rules, this is 
what will happen to you.” They incredulously stared at me.
I turned back to Frankie. “That’s one minute,” I announced. His body trembled. He’d 
been squatting for nearly five minutes. I felt powerful. I’d fought and I’d won.
I looked at Frankie. His once stoic face was seized in pain and he silently wept. But he 
continued squatting and holding the books above his head. Shame overtook my pride. I was out 
of my league with corporal punishment, and I’d allowed myself to become cruel.
Seeing that my punishment had devolved into a gross spectacle, I ended the emotional 
and physical damage I was inflicting on Frankie. “You can stop now,” I said, grabbing the books 
from his hands and placing them back on my desk. “Why don’t you go to the bathroom?” I 
wanted to give him the opportunity to escape further embarrassment for crying in front of his 
peers.
He left the room and I followed him into the hallway. I stood outside the door to my 
classroom monitoring the rest of my students and tried to collect myself. I had screwed up and I 
knew it. The person I had become was not who I wanted to be.
When Frankie came back from the bathroom, I stopped him outside the classroom door. 
“Are you ok?” I asked. He nodded his head yes. “I’m sorry about what happened in there, but 
next time I tell you to stop talking, you just need to stop talking.”
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Several months after the incident with Frankie, my students zigged and zagged down the 
breezeway, despite my standing order to walk quietly in a straight line. A girl grabbed a pole and 
spun in circles.
“I didn’t know you stripped like your momma,” said a boy.
“Man, forget you,” the girl responded. She indignantly stopped spinning and continued 
the disorganized march forward. A couple of boys darted into one of the hallways, peeking 
through a window into a classroom. Having caused a disruption, they dashed back to the 
breezeway to rejoin our procession.
“Come on,” I called over my shoulder, urging the group onward. I waved my hand 
forward. I didn’t look back to see if  anyone was listening. I had long ago given up the idea that I 
could control the students.
For a while I had tried a mixed system of rewards and incentives, creating a “Wall of 
Fame” to display exceptional academic accomplishments and a “Wall of Shame” to display 
malfeasance. I’d gone so far as to buy multi-colored bubble letters to spell out the words “Fame” 
and “Shame.” I stapled them to a bulletin board that I’d covered in decorative paper and adorned 
with a fanciful border. The Fame side was limited to student papers that received As. The Shame 
side was reserved for sheets of paper on which students had written lines as a punishment. The 
bulletin board was the only decoration in the room.
I fell behind in my grading and left the Wall of Fame empty. I made time to fill the Wall 
of Shame with fun ditties like, “My mouth prevents my success” and “Silence is golden.” Each 
slogan was written fifty to a hundred times. I kept the bulletin board going until another teacher 
pointed out that the display created a public record of my failure as a teacher. I took the bulletin 
board down the next day.
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Since then, I’d taken to relying on the intercom to address situations in the classroom. I 
adopted a “one strike and you’re out” policy. Students received one warning before I pressed the 
button to request a security guard. Security long ago stopped paddling the students coming out of 
my room. Most infractions weren’t paddle-worthy and the guards realized that an infinite number 
of beatings wouldn’t overcome my incompetence. Still, when I pressed the button, somebody 
usually came and took the student to the In-School Suspension room.
I’d grown passive in my interactions with my students. Many battles didn’t feel worth 
fighting. I often cared more that my students were quiet than if they learned. But one place I took 
a firm stance was the procedure for entering the classroom after lunch. I had leverage. My 
students wanted to go back inside to sit down and I had the key to the locked door.
When the wandering mass reached the class, I stood at the door. “Line up,” I ordered. A 
boy spun in circles while a pair of girls stood against the incorrect wall. “We won’t go inside 
until everyone is in line and we are quiet,” I said.
It always took a few minutes, but they eventually came around. “Come on, let us inside,” 
a student said.
“I’m sorry; I can’t do that until everyone is in line and quiet,” I replied.
The student turned and shouted, “Shut up already.”
“Screw you. Shut your damn face,” came the response.
I waited. The process usually took several minutes as the number of non-compliant 
students whittled down to the strongest-willed. The holdouts would stand off to the side until 
their peers’ pleas cowed them into submission.
As we approached the critical mass of students following instructions, a voice came out 
from the crowd saying, “Ana’s crying.” This information shook me from my nonchalance. Ana
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was one of my favorite students. She rarely spoke and when her classmates ran out of control, 
she would take out a book and read. Most days, I spoke only to her as she sat upright, made eye 
contact, and took thorough notes while her classmates slept, talked or stared out the window. We 
discussed the books she read, and I guided her towards novels that would prepare her for college. 
She also never bothered anybody.
I walked down to Ana. Her long black hair draped over her face as her shoulders quickly 
rose and fell. “What’s the matter,” I asked, keeping my voice soft.
“James and Quincy pulled my hair,” she said through her tears. I clenched my jaw. James 
was one of the older kids in the class, having been held back a grade several times. His shoulders 
were broadening, his chest and muscles were firm, and he stood several inches above most of his 
classmates. He rarely paid attention in class and almost never stopped talking.
Quincy was in the right grade and hadn’t started filling out. He and I had had a serious 
run-in earlier in the year. He had gotten out of his seat and refused to sit down. We argued back 
and forth for a while until he shouted, “I’m going to kill you.” The incident resulted in an 
administrative hearing during which we agreed that Quincy, a hormonal pre-teen, didn’t mean 
anything with his death threat. Still, I’d watched him ever since.
“Everybody, go inside,” I ordered the class. The unruly line marched forward. “Except 
for you two,” I said to James and Quincy. They stopped.
“We didn’t do anything,” Quincy said.
“Tell him, Ana; we didn’t touch you,” plead James.
I didn’t feel the need to consult Ana further. I also didn’t know what to do with the boys.
I could press the button to call the office, but that would result in nothing. I looked down the 
hallway and saw the solution.
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“Mr. N,” I called. “Could you please come down here?” Not only was Mr. N the campus 
enforcer and guru, he also coached the middle school football team, on which both James and 
Quincy played. As Mr. N approached, both boys stopped talking. They slouched their shoulders 
and cast their eyes downward.
“What seems to be the problem? Why is she crying?” asked Mr. N.
“These two pulled her hair,” I reported.
“Is that true?” he asked the boys. They stood still, eyes locked on their feet. “Well?”
“Yeah, but she was—” began James.
“I don’t need to hear any of that,” interrupted Mr. N. “W hat’ll it be?” he asked. He held 
up Lucy. She was an inch-thick, five-inch wide, red paddle with uneven cuts along the edges. In 
his other hand he held Frances. She was an inch-thick, three-inch wide, black paddle with 
smooth surfaces. “Come on, choose,” he said. His voice was calm and steady. Mr. N was 
engaged in a business transaction.
After a few moments hesitation, both boys pointed to Frances. “All right then,” said Mr. 
N. He turned to Ana and said, “You can go on inside now.” She walked toward the door, and I 
turned to follow. Mr. N held my shoulder. “You stay here and watch,” he said. The closest I’d 
gotten to a paddling were the sounds from the hallway and the bleary-eyed students stumbling 
back into the class. I wasn’t sure I wanted to see the rubber meet the road, but I had little 
choice— I was the one who had called Mr. N over and state law required at least one adult 
witness. I nodded my head to indicate my readiness.
“Turn around,” he ordered. Knowing their fate was sealed, the boys finally complained.
“Oh come on, Mr. N, please don’t,” said Quincy.
“Please, please, please no,” said James.
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A slight mocking tone underscored their begging. It was merely a tactic to forestall the 
inevitable. James’ turn came first. He placed his hands against the wall and stuck out his rear. He 
continued to beg for mercy. Mr. N swung Frances above his head and brought the paddle down 
on James’ bottom. James grunted and his complaints ceased. Mr. N reared back again, and again. 
After the third lick, Mr. N released James.
“Oh man,” said James. He rubbed his behind and moved away from the wall.
It was Quincy’s turn. He assumed the position to receive his punishment. As Mr. N 
prepared to swing, Quincy put his hands over his bottom. Stopping mid-swing, Mr. N said, 
“Move your hands, or I’ll break those fingers.” He wasn’t threatening the boy as much as he was 
stating a fact.
Quincy moved his hands and placed them against the wall. Mr. N issued three quick 
swats to Quincy’s rear. Having received their punishments, both boys resumed their complaints.
“Damn Mr. N, that hurts,” cried James.
“We didn’t do anything,” shouted Quincy.
Mr. N was unimpressed. “That’s enough of that now. You go inside,” he said. The boys 
walked to the door. “I don’t want to hear anything else about the two of you.” Turning to me he 
said, “Let me know if you have any more problems and I’ll be right down.”
I stood by the door to the classroom and watched Mr. N walk away. In many ways he 
embodied what I wanted to be as a teacher. He was respected by students and known as a 
competent educator. The biggest difference I saw between the two of us was the means we chose 
to reach those ends.
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After witnessing the paddling of Quincy and James, I began carrying a yardstick around 
campus. Approaching a group of students standing in the hallway, I would call, “All right, it’s 
time to move along.” In the past, the students turned to look at me, then completely ignored me. I 
could stand next to the student, repeating my commands to no avail. If I initiated physical contact 
with my hands, the student would respond by saying, “Man, get your fucking hands off me.” But 
with a stick in my hand, things were different.
I changed nothing about my approach to clearing the hallway except that I prefaced my 
order to move with a light tap to the calf with the yardstick. While the students still resented me, 
the feel of wood against the leg urged compliance. By appropriating one of the tools of those I 
admired, I finally felt like I was succeeding.
“Mr. Hinckley, how come you never fight?” asked one of the homeroom students. It was 
my second year teaching and I’d moved up to teach the tenth grade. I’d expected the older 
students to be more reasonable than their adolescent peers. “You must be scared.” Her comment 
was directed at the fact that I was rarely found at the center of the action breaking up a fight. The 
truth was that I usually shirked my monitoring duties of watching students in the cafeteria before 
school, walking down the hallways between classes, and escorting my seventh period to the bus 
loading zone after school. When a fight broke out, I was usually sitting at my desk behind a 
closed door.
Maybe a week after this inquisition a student came screeching up to the classroom and 
shouted, “They’re fighting in the girl’s bathroom.” I felt every eye in the class turn to see what I 
was going to do. I glanced at the class, briefly making eye contact with my accuser, and took off,
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turning at the door to announce, “You all stay here.” I ran down the hallway to where a large 
group of students had already gathered outside the bathrooms.
I pushed through the collected mass and entered the bathroom. Inside, three female 
teachers restrained one of the fighters while another led the other girl out of the room. The 
remaining girl, who was of average height and morbidly obese, continued to pull against the 
restraint of the teachers. Her eyes glazed over, the braids of her hair tangled and disheveled, she 
pulled and pulled, unaware of the gentle voices whispering in her ear to calm down. Seeing that 
there was nothing for me to do, I left the bathroom and cleared students from the hallway, 
ordering them back to their classes as there was nothing left to see. I walked back to my own 
class. The students asked for the details of the brawl. Once again, I’d missed the action.
Standing at the head of my class teaching a lesson, Charles interrupted me asking to use 
the restroom. I told him to go ahead and he exited the class. I continued with the lesson. As I 
demonstrated how to cross out the incorrect answer choice in the multiple-choice question, 
Charles reentered the room. He walked slowly, deviating from the shortest route back to his 
desk. He passed Tommy and whispered something. Tommy shouted, “Fuck you motherfucker.”
“Fuck you,” replied Charles as he continued his walk back to his desk.
“Hey now, that’s enough,” I said. “Charles, back to your seat.” He sat down, and I 
returned to the board to continue the lesson. There was no need to further intervene in a 
workaday exchange of obscenities. I turned my back to the class to circle the correct answer on 
the board. Metal chair legs scraped against the laminate floor and both Tommy and Charles were 
on their feet.
“Fuck you,” shouted Tommy.
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“Sit down,” I yelled.
“Fuck your mother,” said Charles. Tommy started the ritual disrobing, first taking off his 
polo shirt followed by his gold chain. He was an enormous child. Standing at six feet five inches 
tall, his broad shoulders formed a tight “V” shape with his narrow waist. His muscles bulged 
beneath his shirt. He was built like an NFL tight end. I moved to position myself between the 
two. Tommy began his march across the classroom and I ordered a by-standing student to push 
the button to activate the intercom system. As the stream of obscenities continued flowing from 
both Tommy and Charles, the disembodied voice of the front office crackled over the intercom.
“Yes,” said the voice.
“I have a fight in the classroom. Send someone now,” I cried.
“Okay,” said the voice, clicking off the intercom. By now Tommy and Charles were feet 
from one another with only me in between. Charles, maybe five feet ten inches tall, carried a hint 
of fat, but was athletically built. He stood his ground.
“Get out,” I shouted at Tommy, as he was the closest to the door. He pressed forward. I 
put my hands up to block him and he leaned in. Charles stood at my back, cursing but not 
advancing. We held this standoff for several moments, each boy challenging the other to make 
the first move, but neither willing to commit. Finally, Tommy gave up.
“Fuck you, I’ll get you after school, motherfucker,” he shouted and headed out the door.
Charles began to calm down and returned to his seat. I walked to the door and made sure 
it was locked. Still, nobody from the front office had come. I pressed the button to activate the 
intercom.
“Yes,” said the voice.
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“Tommy left the room and ran off down the hallway,” I said. “Make sure security picks 
him up.”
“Okay,” said the voice, clicking off the intercom.
The students were getting restless. It was lunchtime, and I was supposed to escort them to 
the cafeteria. I apologized, explaining that I had to wait for confirmation that Tommy was 
contained.
Several minutes later, a security guard sauntered down the hallway. “Are you all right?” 
the guard asked.
“We had a fight,” I explained. “Tommy and Charles got into it and Tommy ran off. Do 
you guys have him?”
“We got him. Go ahead and take your class to lunch,” the guard said. We lined up and 
walked out. On the way, I complimented Charles for not fighting. He was still riled up. He 
babbled about beating Tommy after school. We got to the cafeteria and I confirmed with the 
security guard at the door that Tommy was contained. She assured me he was. I sent my class 
into the cafeteria. While my students filed through the line, I talked to another teacher about the 
near fight.
Then, screams and shouts erupted from the lunch line. I looked over. Tommy was leaning 
against the students in line, directing wild punches at Charles over their heads. Charles did the 
same. I ran, the slick bottoms of my dress shoes struggling to gain traction on the laminate floor. 
As I approached, Tommy turned and picked up a chair. He hoisted it above his head to smash 
Charles. I grabbed him around the waist and squatted, using my weight to anchor him to the 
ground. He was too big, too powerful, and too angry for me to subdue alone. Immobilized, he
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kept cursing and waving the chair above his head until two security guards arrived. One guard 
grabbed the chair and the other put Tommy into a headlock and led him from the cafeteria.
Relieved of my duties, I left the cafeteria, looking for a place to be alone. I went into an 
empty service room and cried. I was terrified that someone might walk in, but there was no 
stopping.
Eventually, I made my way back into the cafeteria. One of the lunch ladies came up said I 
could have a free tray anytime I came through her line. I was the man, but I felt no different from 
the third grader who had faced off with Matt.
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Empire of Ones
The third grade finds me before an audience of my peers and their parents in a sunken 
coliseum— a cement rectangle with descending plateaus. Next to me, a teacher stands behind a 
podium, clutching a piece of paper behind a microphone. “Your word is squirrel,” she says.
“Can you repeat it?” I ask.
“Squirrel,” she says.
There is a table beside me with small sheets of paper and the nubby little pencils they 
give you at golf courses. But I didn’t need to write this one out. I march up to the microphone 
and belt out, “Squirrel, S-Q-U-I-R-E-L, Squirrel.”
“I’m sorry, that is incorrect,” the teacher says. I exit stage left to sympathetic pats on the 
back from parents and find a seat on a cement slab. Candace, the next girl in line, approaches the 
microphone.
“Squirrel, S-Q-U-I-R-R-E-L, Squirrel,” she says.
“That is correct,” replies the teacher. I have not forgotten.
The next year, the school held another spelling bee in the cement coliseum. Instead of 
standing on stage, I sat in the audience. During the qualifying rounds, before the main event, I’d 
been eliminated from contention by forgetting the “a” in “because.” It is another mistake I have 
not repeated.
“S-Y-L-L-A-B-I-S, Syllabus,” says a portly child on stage.
“I’m sorry, that is incorrect,” the teacher replies.
The next child approaches the microphone. She’s the last student standing. “Syllabus. S- 
Y-L-L-A-B-U-S, Syllabus,” she says.
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“That is correct,” the teacher replies. The girl breaks into a smile and the audience gives a 
weary applause. “Now it’s time for the awards ceremony,” announces the teacher. The finalists 
and those of us in the audience are led on stage. We are lined up in two separate rows. The 
finalists are given golden certificates. The students eliminated in the early rounds are given silver 
certificates. They all say the same thing: “Participant, Spelling Bee.”
One summer, my father tried to teach me to play tennis. He’d been a regional champion 
in high school. Were it not for a finicky rotator cuff, he would have gone on to play in college.
Standing across the net from me, my father reaches back and sends a soft line drive in my 
direction. When it reaches me, the ball is at my shoulder level. I line it up and swing, spinning 
the ball into the ground at my father’s feet. He deftly deflects the ball back over the net— a high 
lob shot that bounces in the front right box. Running into position, I slam the ball back onto my 
father’s side of the court. He’s anticipated my move and sends another lob shot to the back of the 
court. I get to the ball just before it bounces and send a high, floating ball back over the net. My 
father is in position. He reaches back, ready to uncoil a powerful blow. Instead of smashing the 
ball, he hits another soft, shoulder-height line drive. When the ball reaches me, I swat it over the 
fence surrounding the court.
“I’ll never get better if  you just let me win,” I say.
“But if  I played as hard as I could, you wouldn’t have any fun,” he replies.
“I don’t care,” I say. “Give me the respect of playing me correctly.”
He shrugs his shoulders. “Okay,” he says.
The next point, my father serves. He tosses the ball in the air and in a fluid motion, spins 
the ball over the net and onto my side of the court. Before I can move, the ball hits the back
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fence. Three serves later and the game is over. I haven’t touched the ball. My father’s 
competitive mantra, the one I’ve heard him repeat throughout my childhood, rings in my ears. 
The only good loser is a loser. I take my tennis racket and smash it against the ground. Having 
bent the frame, I throw the racket against the fence and leave the court.
During my freshman year of high school my English teacher sent home progress reports. 
I usually snagged these from the mailbox before my father got home, but this time the teacher 
sent the grades by email. When my father came home from work, he called me to the dinner 
table. Sliding the report across the wooden table, he said, “This is unacceptable.”
I picked up the paper. He’d highlighted three lines: Reading Quiz 4, F; Homework 3, F; 
Homework 7; F.
“But I still have an A in the class,” I said.
He took a deep breath. “I ask you every day if you have homework and every day you 
say no. Clearly I’m not monitoring you closely enough,” he replied.
“But I still have an A in the class,” I said.
“If you want to get your driver’s license, you’ll need to shape up,” my father replied. 
“People who get F ’s don’t get to drive in my family.”
After my first semester in college, I came home for winter break. My mother, stepfather, 
and I went to P.F. Chang’s China Bistro for dinner. I wore an oversized blue vest and had 
recently taken to buzzing my hair. My mother asked me what I’d been learning in school.
“I’ve been reading a lot about political theory,” I said. “There’s this idea that what we 
call ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ are entirely based on individual and cultural experiences. But I think
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there’s something to be said for objective truth. There have to be things that are absolutely right 
and absolutely wrong.” As I spoke, I rubbed the top of my head and squeezed my eyes shut. I’d 
developed several coping mechanisms.
“I love watching you think,” my mother said. “You can just see your mind working itself
out.”
I felt emboldened. “Yeah, I’ve also been thinking a lot about the poor,” I said. “The path 
to a better future is clearly through education, but so many poor people don’t go to college. They 
just need to work harder and they’ll be all right. I did it.”
My mother and stepfather stared across the table. “That’s a very narrow view,” my 
mother said.
“Yeah, well, that’s just what I think,” I replied.
I became a teacher through a national teaching program that places inexperienced 
teachers in low-performing, high-poverty schools after a five-week training session. One of the 
key principles of the training I received was to focus on my “locus of control,” or the parts of my 
classroom I had direct control over. Effectively, I should only pay attention to my physical being 
and how I chose to plan and execute my lessons. My success would be measured by the results I 
produced. For my English classes, I could either generate an average of two years of reading 
growth in one year or produce a twenty percent increase in standardized testing scores. In 
schools plagued by chronic institutional failure and societal inequality, it’s easy to get caught up 
in the big picture issues.
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Before I became a teacher, the only teaching-related movie I’d seen was Stand and  
Deliver. In the film, the character Jaime Escalante faces an impossible situation; he is tasked 
with teaching remedial math to unruly students. Escalante struggles to control and inspire his 
wards. The bitter and jaded teachers at the school tell him to give up, to temper his expectations, 
but Escalante will not be stopped. One day he dresses up like a butcher and chops up apples 
using a meat cleaver, demonstrating the ease and importance of understanding fractions.
After the apples, things start looking up for Escalante. His students believe in him, and 
they start making academic progress. Over the course of the next cinematic hour, which spans 
several years at the school, the students advance all the way from remedial math to passing the 
AP Calculus exam. Escalante had taken the kids nobody believed in and given them a chance, all 
through the sheer force of his will.
My mother sent me a DVD of the film Freedom Writers during my first semester 
teaching. She thought the story would inspire me. In the movie, Erin Gruwell is thrust into a 
situation as seemingly impossible as that faced by Escalante— as a first-year teacher she is put in 
charge of a remedial English class that is filled with the toughest, most disrespectful, and most 
obstinate students in the school. Not only is she inexperienced, Gruwell also comes from a 
different background than her students; as the pearl-necklace wearing, Caucasian daughter of a 
lawyer, she struggles to connect with her street-wise students from minority backgrounds.
At first, Gruwell flounders and is unable to keep her students’ attention long enough to 
take attendance. She is pushed to the brink by constant disrespect. Her father encourages her to 
quit the job to pursue a career more befitting her education and breeding. But Gruwell is 
undeterred— she spends hours driving the streets of Los Angeles, trying to cobble together some
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semblance of what the lives of her students must look like. She is struck by the vagaries of 
poverty and the extreme challenges her students face. The boundaries between black, white, 
Hispanic, rich, poor, educated and uneducated inspire her to try one final, desperate gambit to 
win the hearts of her students.
Taking a piece of tape, she draws a line down the middle of her classroom, instructing her 
students to pick a side. Predictably, the group splits along racial divides. She then instructs her 
students to step up to the line if they have the new Snoop Dogg album and they all laugh and step 
forward. At first, the students are unmoved, making light of the whole situation. But then things 
get real as Gruwell tells her students to step to the line if they’ve lost a friend to gang violence. 
Nervously, students from all race groups step forward. The next prompt yields similar results, as 
do the next and the next until the students are shaken to their collective core. In an instant, the 
racial tensions are erased and the students are clay waiting to be shaped by Gruwell’s capable 
hands.
The rest of the movie chronicles the ups and downs of the school year as Gruwell and her 
students fight to overcome societal and educational inequality. The year culminates with the 
composition of The Freedom Writers Diary— a collection of essays written by the students 
chronicling their self-discoveries and intellectual liberation.
As the credits rolled, I lay on my couch wrapped in a blanket, cuddling my cat and 
crying. I was not inspired as my mother had intended.
Rodger was a sixteen-year-old seventh grader with a scraggly mustache and defined 
musculature. At the beginning of the school year, my first as a teacher, the administration began
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the process of socially promoting him to the ninth grade. But until the paperwork made its way 
through months of red tape, he sat at the front of the class during my seventh period.
“So an adjective is a word that describes a noun,” I began my lesson one day. “And a 
noun is a person, place, thing or idea.” I wrote an example on the board.
Behind me I heard a voice. “Hey baby, what are you doing this Friday night? Want to 
meet up at the roller rink?” I turned and saw Rodger chatting up the twelve-year-old girl seated 
behind him.
“Rodger, please stop talking,” I said, enthusiastically adding, “W e’re trying to learn.”
He faced forward and sat erect, directing his attention to the board. I continued working 
on the example.
“Hey, hey, Lebron or Kobe?” Rodger asked a boy seated near him.
“Lebron, all day,” replied the boy.
“No man, definitely Kobe,” chimed in another student.
“That’s enough,” I said. “Robert, I’m going to need to speak to you after class.” He 
quieted and pretended to listen through the rest of the lesson.
When we were alone, I tried to inspire him. “Listen, Rodger, you’re older than a lot of the 
kids. They really look up to you,” I said.
He perked up. “Really?”
“Absolutely,” I said, seizing the moment. “I want you to be my special helper. I’m going 
to make you the class leader. That means you’ll need to help pass out papers and make sure the 
rest of the students are doing their work.”
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I put Rodger to work the next day and he performed marvelously. He passed out all the 
papers and whenever one of his peers talked out of turn, he quickly silenced them. The class, for 
the first time, felt like it was running smoothly. We kept this momentum going for nearly a week.
One day, I was teaching a lesson on adverbs. “An adverb is a word that describes a verb,” 
I explained. “And a verb is an action word.”
From behind me, I heard a voice. “Did you eat those tacos for lunch? That shit was 
nasty.” I turned and saw Rodger talking to the boy seated next to him.
“Rodger,” I said. “The leader of the classroom shouldn’t talk when I’m talking.”
“Oh, right, right, right. Sorry,” he replied. But the fa9ade had cracked. Over the next 
several weeks, Rodger’s talking steadily increased until hardly a moment passed without his 
voice in the class. His was just one of many. Throughout the school day, my classes floundered 
as I failed to control the students.
I had no apple tricks up my sleeve, so I turned to what I knew. After another challenging 
day with Rodger, I asked him to stay after class. The bell rang and once the other students exited 
the class, I locked the door.
“You’re an embarrassment,” I said.
“What?” he replied, surprised by my change in tone.
“You’re sixteen and still in the seventh grade. You should be getting ready to graduate, 
but instead you’re stuck here with a bunch of kids. It’s pathetic,” I continued.
He rose from his seat. “Fuck you, you can’t talk to me like that,” he shouted.
“You’re nothing but a little punk,” I said. “And if you don’t stop acting up, you’re going 
to fail this class and I’ll make sure you don’t get promoted to the ninth grade. Now get out of 
here.” Slamming his fist on the table, Rodger exited the classroom.
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During class the next day, I distributed a worksheet about complex sentences. Rodger sat 
sullenly in his seat, refusing to work. But he was quiet. I made my way around the classroom, 
bending over to help students complete the assignment.
Working with the boy seated next to Rodger, I heard a loud crack behind my back. I leapt 
and spun around to see Rodger smiling. “Hey y’all,” he called, calling the class’ attention to 
himself. “Did you see that? I just snapped my fingers and he jumped.” Turning to me, he said, 
“What, are you afraid of me?”
The next day, I stayed home to watch an inspirational movie.
At the end of the school year, every English teacher in the school district gathered for a 
professional development event in the cavernous prefabricated warehouse that houses the district 
administration. Ms. Franklin, a twenty-five year veteran teacher whose salon-fried hair and quiet 
demeanor will carry her off into the sunset, announced her planned retirement at the end of the 
school year. All year I have taught seventh grade language arts and I am tired of pre-teens. I 
seize the opportunity. As soon as Ms. Franklin finishes her speech, I approach the principal of 
the school.
“I want to teach on the high school side of the school next year,” I say to the portly yet 
affable administrator.
“Come with me,” she responds, leading me to the corner of the warehouse occupied by 
the superintendent of the district. The principal relates my request.
“Did she put you up to this?” asks the superintendent, nodding towards her underling.
“No,” I stammer. “I’ve been thinking about it for a long time. I’d like the change of 
scenery.”
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The superintendent nods her head, thinking for a moment. “Well,” she says. “W e’d have 
to put you in English II.”
“That’d be great,” I reply.
But she continued, “You know that job comes with a lot of accountability.”
What she meant was that teaching English II put you on the fast track to public 
humiliation and potential termination. To meet the accountability requirements of the No Child 
Left Behind Act, the state had implemented a battery of standardized tests that students were 
required to pass to graduate. In addition, the quality of the schools and districts were assessed 
based on student performance on the exams. Too many years of underachievement might lead to 
a state takeover, which would involve the termination of administration and staff. The English II 
exam was part of that testing program and the students at our high school struggled to pass. Not 
once in the preceding five years had more than forty-five percent of students received a 
successful score. The most recent English II teacher produced only a thirty-five percent pass 
rate— a level of achievement that state testing specialists said students could have attained 
without a teacher in the classroom.
Knowing all this, I squared my jaw. “I’ll do it,” I said.
I was the perfect candidate for the job. I’d only been teaching for one year, so the 
unknown value of my ability could be either astronomically high, or pitifully low. My contract 
with the teaching program only lasted for one more year, so if I blew it, my tenure with the 
district was scheduled to end anyway. In the event I failed, the administration could show that 
they’d taken decisive action against the ineffective educator.
The previous year with the seventh graders, I’d borrowed a motivational ploy from 
another teacher. At the beginning of every class period, the teacher would stand before his
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students and shout, “Fired up?” His students would respond by shouting, “Ready to go!” I gave 
the strategy a try.
Standing at the head of the class, I paced excitedly across the front of the room. When the 
moment was right, I called out, “Fired up?”
A handful of students halfheartedly responded, “Ready to go.”
“Come on, guys,” I pleaded. “W e’re going to keep doing this until everyone participates. 
Ready? Fired up?”
“Ready to go,” came another meager response.
“Not good enough,” I said. “Fired up?”
“Man, when are you going to stop that?” shouted a student from the back of the room.
“Not until everyone is ready to go,” I replied. “I really want you to dig deep and get 
excited to learn. W e’re going to do this before every class period, so w e’d better get it right 
now.” I took a deep breath. “Fired up?”
A heavy boy at the front of the class began rocking his desk back and forth. His head 
shook, seizing with excitement as he shouted, “Ready to go! Ready to go! Ready to go!” The 
class turned to gawk at the boy’s display as he continued to shout.
“Okay, that’s enough, thanks so much,” I said. “The rest of you could learn a thing or two 
from this guy for when we do this tomorrow.” I proceeded to the lesson. The next day I 
abandoned the motivational routine.
With the tenth graders the next year, I framed my class differently. At the front of the 
classroom, I hung a large sign that said, A ll Students will Score Proficient or Advanced on the 
English I I  Exam .
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Pointing to the sign on the first day of school, I said, “This is our big goal for the school 
year. Everything we do will make sure you are able to reach that goal and graduate from high 
school.”
“I’m going to score advanced,” said a student.
“Man, you can’t read,” replied another.
Before a brawl broke out, I interjected, “Everybody can score proficient or advanced if 
you put your mind to it. My goal is for each of you to graduate.”
The students, on average, read on a fifth grade level. I took test questions and wrote an 
improvised textbook that provided the minimal background knowledge required to answer a 
multiple-choice question correctly. The book also demonstrated how to use key words and 
phrases to figure out which answer was likely correct even if you couldn’t read the question 
itself. The finished product looked like a declassified government document. Large swaths of test 
questions were redacted. In the margins I typed step-by-step procedures for eliminating answer 
choices. With the book in hand, I hammered my students with test questions every day.
Though the work was mind numbing, the students stuck it out. Many strove to be the first 
in their family to graduate high school. We didn’t read books. We didn’t discuss culture. We 
didn’t watch, or read, or perform any plays. We didn’t prepare for college or careers. We 
practiced test questions. Ours was a poverty of opportunity, not effort.
The students displayed many of the same behaviors I found frustrating with the seventh 
grade class. Fights occurred, students slept, and students talked through class. But we were 
united by a common purpose.
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As the examination date came closer, we practiced more multiple-choice questions. Some 
students complained, “I’m tired of all these test questions,” but we pressed on. The textbook 
turned into a workbook and students spent their days evaluating answer choices.
When the results of the exam came back a few months after the test administration, sixty 
eight percent of the students passed. I took the narrow view of achievement. When asked by the 
superintendent to come back and repeat my success, I handed in my resignation.
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The Observation
I liked to keep the lights low. The darkness and the heat emanating from the bulb of the 
projector combined to act as a sedative in the classroom. Humidity from the Mississippi summer 
crept through cracks in the windows. Beads of sweat trickled down students’ faces. A hint of 
teenage body odor lingered in the air. The atmosphere felt like having a blanket draped over the 
student’s shoulders while they fought the urge to give in to sleep. Their head slouched forward, 
chins coming to a rest on their chest before they slipped and snapped back to consciousness, just 
in time for the next slide of notes to show up on the board. I stood at the head of the class 
advancing the slides.
I’d begun the semester, my first as a teacher, trying to implement the type of lesson plan 
I’d been trained to execute. The platonic ideal, if  you will, followed a set pattern—“I do,” “We 
do,” “You do.”
The “I do” was where I, the teacher, introduced the new material and demonstrated how 
to use the skill. The “We do” step was where I invited students to practice the skill in front of the 
whole class. In theory, I would ask leading questions, provide encouragement and correct any 
mistakes that were made. The “You do” phase was where the students demonstrated their 
mastery of the skill by completing an exercise. During my teacher training, the instructors called 
these three steps the “gradual release of control,” implying that the students would seize the reins 
and become the drivers of their own destiny, all before the bell rang.
When I tried to implement this strategy during my first few weeks of teaching, I found 
the gradual release of control had more to do with my students’ state of mind than their 
intellectual authority. They were begrudgingly compliant during the “I do,” starting to lose 
interest by “We do,” and they’d be out of their minds by the time we got to “You do.”
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The gradual descent into chaos was largely a function of my own inadequacies as a 
teacher. Going into my first year alone in front of a classroom, I had a total of twenty hours of 
teaching experience and five weeks of training under my belt. The district I was employed by 
was classified “high-needs,” meaning that they had trouble finding qualified teachers and were 
willing to take people like me just because I had a bachelor’s degree and had passed a content- 
knowledge exam. The school exclusively served students from low-income backgrounds. 
Attendance was spotty. Many students struggled with reading and writing. The chair backs of the 
student’s desks had long ago cracked. The remaining shards of plastic poked and pinched the 
students throughout the day. I had convinced myself that teaching, even in a challenging 
environment, would be an easy gig. This hubris led to cursory explanations during “I do,” poorly 
guided exercises during “We do,” and inadequately constructed worksheets during “You do.”
These early failures proved difficult to overcome. The adage that if  you smile in front of 
your students before Christmas, they’ll think you’re soft, could be amended to include that if 
you’re incompetent, they’ll think you’re a bumbling fool. The only remedy I found once I’d 
revealed myself as a fraud was to numb my students mentally into submission through 
continuous lecturing. I stalled the teaching process in the “I do” phase, where I had experienced a 
modicum of success.
This phase was where my students and I found ourselves that warm afternoon when about 
ten minutes into my lecture about the appropriate spot to place a coordinating conjunction, the 
vice principal walked through my door. A thirty-year veteran, the sixty-year-old woman stood 
about five feet two inches tall, weighed perhaps three hundred pounds, and wore her hair in a 
bowl cut. Not only was she the vice principal at large, she was also my direct supervisor. Being a
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first-year teacher with a non-guaranteed contract, I knew that I had to impress her, so when she 
sat at my desk to observe my lesson, I got to work.
A week earlier she had been drawn to my classroom by an uproarious clamor. Likely 
thinking she’d find me bound and gagged behind my desk, the scene she actually uncovered 
must have perplexed the veteran educator. I was trying to show my students how to identify 
iambic pentameter, which was meant to bridge us to a larger conversation about the use of 
rhythm in poetry. As a starting point, I had decided to connect poetry with music. So, with 
Michael Jackson’s “Beat It” blaring from my laptop speakers, I pounded on the wall at the front 
of the classroom, demonstrating how to beat it. I told the students to give it a go. Some beat in 
time with the music, some like the drumming prior to a hanging. The noise rose up loud enough 
to overcome Michael’s rendition. After the class period, the vice principal quickly pulled me into 
the hallway and reminded me that there were other teachers working in the building. I chaffed at 
her rebuke. My students, for once, were engaged with what I was doing and learning seemed to 
be taking place. Putting an end to the lesson was tantamount to saying that the education of my 
students did not matter. I resented her for her decision. Nevertheless, when she walked into my 
room now, I prepared for battle.
I decided to change my lesson plan on the fly to more closely reflect the three-step 
process. So instead of writing “and,” “but,” “nor,” or “or” on the blank spaces projected on the 
board, I invited students to come up so that they could demonstrate their learning. If the student 
made a mistake, I could use the error as an opportunity to discuss the nature of the compound 
sentence. Rousing from a semi-sleep state, students approached the front of the room. The 
students still in their seats rested their heads on their elbows while taking notes. Even the
43
struggling students were active. I knew this fact was largely because of the presence of the 
administrator and the direct threat of serious punishment should they act up.
At one point during the lesson I stole a glance at the vice principal seated at my desk. Her 
arms were crossed tightly across her chest and her mouth was bent into an unending scowl. She 
stared down at the evaluation form on the desk. I redoubled my efforts. I made a bold 
announcement to the class: “Now we will write our own compound sentences.” The students 
sluggishly pulled paper from their packs as I urged them to work quickly—“we must hurry, there 
isn’t a second to lose when we are learning.” I paced the aisles, glancing over students’ shoulders 
to make sure they were working. Their hands slowly scrawled sentences on their paper. 
Occasionally, I stopped and squatted down next to the desk of a struggling student to offer extra 
help.
Once the students finished, I ordered them back to the board to demonstrate their 
learning, which, as it happened, would also allow the vice principal to check another box on the 
evaluation form. As I watched them place their perfectly constructed compound sentences on the 
board, I felt confident that I would earn a sterling evaluation. But when I turned to bask in the 
vice principal’s warm smile, I saw her locked into the same cross-armed scowl.
Concerned my job might be in peril, I surreptitiously sauntered over to my desk to glance 
at the evaluation form. I backed up one of the aisles while keeping my eyes toward the board and 
calling out praise and advice to the student wrestling with where to put the “or’ to match his 
“either.” As I moved closer to the desk, the vice principal took no notice. I snuck a peak at the 
evaluation form. It was blank. I turned away from the board where a student was still struggling 
and took a closer look at the woman seated at my desk. Her eyes were closed. She’d fallen asleep
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almost as soon as she’d sat down. She hadn’t seen a moment of my masterful lesson. She hadn’t 
seen one of the half-dozen students who successfully placed their “but” in the correct position.
Then the bell rang. I jumped up and re-focused my attention to the class only milli- 
moments before the vice principal’s eyes opened and her neck snapped her head back into a 
waking position. I set about ushering suddenly rambunctious seventh graders from the classroom 
while trying to figure out how we were going to play this situation out. Would we pretend that 
nothing had happened? Would she come back another time to do the evaluation? Was she going 
to make my life a living Hell?
Once the last student departed, the vice principal beckoned me over to the desk. 
Embarrassed for the both of us, I slinked over expecting a long and awkward conversation. 
Instead, she slid the evaluation form across the desk and instructed me to sign it. I looked at the 
form. In the three minutes since the bell rang she had completed the entire thing. Not only was 
the evaluation done, it was glowing. The comments didn’t refer to any actual events from the 
lesson, but the form contained fine platitudes like “good work” and “student engagement high.” I 
dutifully signed the form, and the vice principal and I went our separate ways having hard 
evidence that she’d done her job and that I’d done mine.
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List Maker
ACCOUNTANT 
Summer 2000
It’s hard to reconcile the father I know with the vibrant young man he describes in his stories of 
adventure and cunning. I was born when he was in his late thirties, and by the time I was 
equipped to start making lasting memories of him, he was solidly middle-aged and comfortable 
in a deep rut. He sat behind home plate at my Little League games, reading a book, only taking a 
break when I came up to bat. We spent weekends going to the computer swap meet, hoping to 
find the newest hard drive, which stored megabytes, not gigs. Though he had once dreamed of 
traveling the world as an international banker, he ended up working for the IRS, which 
eventually translated into a career preparing tax returns in the private sector. When I played my 
Nintendo 64, he would have to leave the room because the animation made him motion-sick; his 
tolerance for gaming had ended with the slow-moving pixels of Atari. We would go to 
amusement parks, but he would wait at the exit gates while I went on the rides.
So when my father suggested we go to Hawaii for a week-long surfing trip to do some 
father-son bonding, I was more than a little surprised. He had told me countless stories of his 
former surfing exploits— summers spent bumming around the California coast, riding the surge 
of some Pacific storm—but the man sitting across the breakfast table at our beachside hotel, 
resting a glass of fruit punch atop his potbelly, did not resonate with that legend. He was in his 
early fifties by then— ancient to my thirteen-year-old eyes. He stared across the ocean, taking 
sips of punch while deeply breathing in the sea air, and I suspected this adventure would also end 
with him sitting on the sideline, waiting for me to finish.
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***
SURFER 
M ay 1968
My father had been surfing for almost a year when Randy, the former president of his college 
dormitory, showed up one day, looking for someone to go catch some waves. They didn’t know 
each other too well; they were acquaintances more than friends. My father remembered Randy 
wandering the dorm halls with a twinkle in his eye, always ready to help freshmen get into some 
sort of mischief. They had once played bridge together, staying up all night declaring trumps and 
making bids, and moving the table out onto the soccer field to keep playing after the sun came
up.
Having nothing better to do that day, my father decided to go surfing with Randy. They 
loaded their surfboards into the car and headed to Huntington Beach.
MARINE DRUNK TROUBLE 
M ay 14, 1983, shortly after 1 AM
What seems to be the problem, officer?
What’s that? Haha, well, I stopped a while back to take a piss, must’ve forgotten to hoist 
it back up, you know how it goes.
I swear, I haven’t had anything to drink tonight.
I was just pouring that one out for my friend over there. H e’s had a few too many, I think. 
Z, Y, X, W, T, U, V, S, Q, R, L, M, N, O, P, K, J, H, I, F, G, E, D, C, B, A.
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SURFER 
May 1968
My father’s face slowly burns under the sun as he maneuvers his shortboard through crashing 
waves. He’s part of the Beach Boys generation, one of thousands of young men who took to the 
sport in the ’50s and ’60s. Shoulder-length hair dangles over his neck, mingling with the tide as 
it attempts to pull him out to sea. His muscular arms tear at the water, urging the board forward, 
inching into position. Timing is everything. The swell rises, propelling my father toward the 
shore. He pops up and begins carving up the face of the wave. Randy watches, waiting for his 
next ride.
MARINE DRUNK TROUBLE 
May 14, 1983
The driver is placed under arrest. A routine DUI stop. One of the officers approaches the vehicle 
to speak with the passenger. Looking in the window, the officer sees that the passenger is 
slumped over, partially covered by a jacket, his genitals exposed. Empty beer bottles surround 
the passenger’s feet. The officer knocks on the window. No response.
SKATES 
January 4, 1975
“John William Leras, 17, of Long Beach, found ... floating in the surf at Sunset Beach. A 
wooden surveyor’s stick had been stuffed into a body cavity. He was seen the day before,
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boarding a bus en route to a roller skating rink carrying new skates. ... Cause of death was 
suffocation” (Los Angeles Times).
HAWTH OFF HEAD
April 22, 1973
“John Doe. ... Victim’s torso was found at Alameda Street and Henry Ford Avenue in 
Wilmington. His right leg was found on the Terminal Island Freeway at Anaheim Street in 
Wilmington. His arms were found on the Terminal Island Freeway in Long Beach. His head was 
found at 7th Street and Redondo Avenue in Long Beach. His left leg was found behind Broom 
Hilda’s [a bar in Sunset Beach]. Cause of death was strangulation and the victim had been 
emasculated.” (Los Angeles Times).
SURFER 
M ay 1968
After a couple of hours of surfing, Randy offers to show my father the apartment in Huntington 
Beach where he had lived the year before meeting my father in the college dormitory. The two 
men know very little about each other, and Randy’s proposal to allow my father into his history 
presents an opportunity to deepen the relationship.
Yet when Randy tells my father about the apartment and his time living in Huntington 
Beach, he leaves this story out: one night, during the summer of 1966, Randy had approached a 
man near the Huntington Beach pier and offered to have sex with him. It turned out that the
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potential mate was a vice officer. Randy received a warning, and the officer told him not to get 
caught doing it again.
The two college classmates walk across the street, and Randy leads my father into an 
abandoned building, part of which has been gutted by fire.
ACCOUNTANT 
Summer 2000
After my father finishes his fruit punch, we rent longboards and head out to Waikiki Beach. To 
get to the waves, we have to paddle out what feels like half a mile. I have been training for weeks 
in the swimming pool, strengthening my upper body, and I cruise across the surface, pulling 
myself up the swells and diving beneath the breakers. Reaching the calm outside the break of the 
waves, I turn back to look for my father. He isn’t far from shore. His face is red, pressed against 
the deck of the board, mouth open, fighting for extra oxygen. Strands of his combover float 
lifelessly in the water, and his arms flail against the tide. The man and the myth are not the same.
MARINE DRUNK TROUBLE
M ay 14, 1983, approximately 1:17 AM
The officer knocks on the window, but the passenger does not respond. Opening the door, the 
officer tries to wake the passenger. Still no response. The officer notices that the man’s neck is 
ringed with red marks. Paramedics arrive and pronounce the man dead. Cause of death: 
strangulation.
Later in the day, the sheriff’s office procures a search warrant for the vehicle. The 
officers discover that the passenger seat is covered in blood. The dead passenger does not have
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any puncture wounds. Under the floor mat, police find forty-seven Polaroids of young men, each 
appearing to be unconscious or dead. In the trunk, they find a yellow piece of paper taken from a 
legal pad. On the paper is a handwritten list of sixty-one coded entries, beginning with STABLE 
and ending with WHAT YOU GOT.
STABLE 
October 5, 1971
“Wayne Joseph Dukette, 30, of Long Beach; his body was found ... at the bottom of a ravine 
next to Ortega Highway in south Orange County. Prosecutors estimate the time of his death as 
two weeks earlier. Cause of death could not be determined, but pathologists say he suffered from 
acute alcohol intoxication.
He was last seen at the Stables Bar in Sunset Beach, where he was a bartender. His car 
was found in the Stables lot.” (Los Angeles Times).
SURFER 
May 1968
Randy and my father walk through the abandoned apartment. There’s nothing left, not a soul 
around. My father is confused. He must feel something—if not fear, then at least dread, an 
evolutionary response to an unfamiliar setting. That knot in your stomach that tells you to be on 
guard.
Randy hasn’t said a word since they entered the building, and there doesn’t seem to be 
anything left from his time living there, assuming this apartment is, in fact, the one he once 
occupied. But memory is a funny thing, not always subject to reason. It’s easy to look into your
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past and find meaning where none previously existed, to attribute significance to the trivial. 
Revision and creation. More than anything, we want to be more than we are. When we delve into 
our minds, we are the authority. W hat’s to keep us from blurring the lines a bit? In the end, we 
are the stories we tell.
The pair wanders deeper into the complex, through charred doorways, picking their way 
over fallen plaster. Randy walks over to a pile of broken boards and nudges them with the toe of 
his shoe as if  searching for something. He seems lost in thought, calculating. My father stands in 
the doorway, unsure of what to do. After a few minutes, Randy turns to my father and silently 
stares at him for a moment before shaking his head—the math isn’t right. He walks out of the 
building. They pack up the car, and Randy drops my father off at the dorm. My father will never 
see Randy again.
MARINE DRUNK TROUBLE
November 29, 1989, shortly after 9 AM
On the morning he is to receive the judge’s sentence, Randy Steven Kraft, now known as The 
Scorecard Killer, is wearing a long-sleeved blue-checked dress shirt and faded blue jeans. The 
jurors have already recommended that the judge sentence him to death.
On May 12, 1989, Randy was convicted of sixteen counts of murder. The list found in the 
trunk of his car had been linked to forty-five homicides, including six in Oregon and two in 
Michigan; all told, Randy was suspected of killing more than one hundred men. Prosecutors 
chose to pursue only the cases with the strongest evidence.
During the sentencing phase of the trial, attorneys presented the jury with competing 
images of Randy. Defense attorneys provided Kraft family portraits, which showed a vibrant
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young man, seemingly normal, incapable of atrocity. Prosecutors displayed crime scene photos, 
including those of Michael Cluck, a seventeen-year-old whose skull was struck an estimated 
thirty-one times with a blunt object and who was enshrined on Randy’s list as PORTLAND 
BLOOD . During the proceedings, Randy scribbled on a legal pad, presumably taking notes in 
preparation for an appeal.
The trial, which originally began on September 26, 1988, has taken thirteen months and 
has cost more than $10 million to conduct. Now, at last, after summarizing the evidence against 
the defendant and stating the relevant legal code, the judge confirms the jury’s sentence and 
sentences Randy to die in the gas chamber at San Quentin State Prison. Given an opportunity to 
speak, Randy says, “I would like to say that I have not murdered anyone, and I believe that a full 
review of the record will show that. That’s all.” After a short outburst in the courtroom, when a 
family member of one of the victims tells Randy to burn in hell, the defendant slowly exits the 
courtroom without uttering another word.
FANBOYS
Present day
Serial killers occupy a strange place in our collective consciousness. There’s a man selling a knit 
cap online that he bought in the San Quentin State Prison gift shop. It was made by one of the 
inmates and has a tag with the prisoner’s identification number, which the seller claims to be 
Randy’s. The asking price is $125.
The Canadian Coalition Against the Death Penalty hosts the official Randy Kraft website, 
where Randy posts lists of the CDs he owns and copies of court documents. He’s also started
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writing a novel based on his youth. His high profile would make it easy to insert yourself into his 
narrative.
ACCOUNTANT 
Summer 2000
It takes my father twenty minutes to reach the area outside the surf and another twenty to recover 
from the effort. I have difficulty imagining this man ever having been on a surfboard before. He 
is unsteady; simply sitting on top of the board seems to be an accomplishment. The past could be 
a convenient fiction: tall tales to impress your son, to show him that you weren’t always so old, 
to keep him by your side, hoping for a story more exciting than the last. It could start with a 
chance acquaintance, a name you recognize from the yearbook. Through numerous retellings at 
the behest of an eager child, the arc of the story becomes more precise and complex, and the 
original narrative grows remote. Over time, who really knows the difference?
A set of waves rolls in. I start paddling, digging deep to get in position. The first wave 
passes by— I’m too far out. I keep paddling, hoping to grab the next one, but again I miss. The 
third and final wave of the set is coming, and I lean into my board, pulling at the water with all 
my strength, moving my arms as fast as they can go. The sea rises beneath my board, and I 
paddle, paddle, paddle until I feel the wave take me. I jump up for the ride and look over my 
shoulder to make sure the way is clear for a turn. My path is blocked by my father, standing atop 
his board, resplendent in the Hawaiian sun, having recaptured some elemental truth that, up till 
now, had been lost to time.
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Inside Out, Outside In 
Beaner was a term loosely thrown around my childhood home. Frank Perez, who played 
poker with my father on Saturdays, was a beaner, but only by blood. The guys who left trash in 
yards as they walked past houses on the way to play soccer at the park, they were the real 
beaners, though we would never say so to their face. When their beat-up pickup truck loaded 
down with gardening supplies cut across three lanes of traffic, forcing us to slow down on the 
highway, they became goddamn beaners.
My father and I used to take a shortcut through the local barrio on the way to the video 
store. Part of the way to our destination, I’d get excited and tell him, “I want to go through 
Mucho, Mucho Land.” He’d laugh and make the left turn. As we entered the neighborhood of 
two-story side-by-side townhouse-style buildings, my father would depress the brake of our 
sedan, slowing our progress to a crawl so we could gawk at the locals. The adults would be 
mowing lawns and talking to neighbors while children played in the street. The suburban activity 
recalled our own neighborhood. “Look at them just standing around,” I’d say.
“Lazy Mexicans,” my father would reply. I’d nod my head in agreement.
When I think of those drives now, the scene is always set in twilight, casting a pall of 
darkness over the buildings as shadowy figures dart from door to door. Little heads peek above 
sofas through apartment windows as my father and I squint to see what is going on inside. It’s as 
if  we’re tourists on a safari. The thrill is in being close to the wildlife while behind compound 
plastics and glass.
During one of these excursions a child ran towards our car. He stopped a few feet away 
from my father’s door and flung a handful of dirt that peppered the window. The child turned, 
and ran off between the buildings. My father, a man who once kicked a passing car because the
57
driver drove too close to a fellow pedestrian, did not get out to pursue the child. He accelerated, 
rushing towards the end of the street that would safely deliver us to the video store. A week later, 
we returned for another cruise.
We were bigoted, I’d been taught to think, but not racists— an important distinction. The 
latter implies a foaming-at-the-mouth-tobacco-chewing-redneck embracing an irrational 
worldview born of hatred and ignorance. The former characterizes, both through vocabulary 
acquisition and rhetorical flair, a much more refined individual who does what he must in light 
of very unfortunate circumstances. “It’s easy for outsiders to call me a racist,” the bigot might 
say. “But they don’t have to live around them .” In a way, the bigot is one whose prejudice is 
targeted to a specific and present group, which avoids the sin of generalization. Looking from the 
inside out, the bigot sees a world where his point of view is justified by circumstance. From the
outside looking in at his prejudiced brethren, he fails to empathize.
***
When I was thirteen, I attended a middle school dance. Adorned in the highest Southern 
California fashion of the day— a brightly colored Hawaiian shirt and khaki pants— I stood in a 
line of coiffed, perfumed, and flower-printed young men slowly inching through the admission 
line. I’d recently taken to using a tablespoon of hair gel every day to keep each strand of my 
blond locks in its perfectly parted place. I thrust my hands into my pockets to absorb the plethora 
of palm sweat I produced. I’d never touched a girl, much less danced with one outside of an 
uncomfortable evening spent swaying with my mother under the fluorescent lights of our kitchen 
with the Beach Boys crooning in the background as she taught me a basic two-step. With my 
anxiety peaking at the dance, my defenses lowered.
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As I moved forward in line, another student pushed his way in front of me. Staring at the 
back of his head with its spiked black hair, the dirty school uniform that looked nothing like my 
neatly pressed outfit, and the brownness of his skin, I reached forward and tapped him on the 
shoulder. He turned to look at me. I puffed up my chest and announced in my sturdiest voice, 
“Back of the line, greaseball.”
I’d violated one of the key tenets of the bigotry I grew up with, which is to never, under 
any circumstances, say anything derogatory towards a member of the group you deride.
Realizing my mistake, I held my breath in anticipation.
The dance continued. Adolescents began the ritual of standing in gendered groups around 
the dance floor and teachers gathered in corners to provide perfunctory supervision. Thoughts of 
approaching girls and replicating the staggered two-step I’d practiced with my mother faded into 
the background. My world focused exclusively on the Hispanic kid in front of me. He turned to 
square me up. I stood erect, hoping to use my four-inch height advantage to intimidate the boy 
into submission. He stared me in the eye, and with the automation of a well-rehearsed speech 
replied, “Fuck you, gringo.” He turned his back on me and kept his place in line.
He’d called my bluff. I was relieved to retreat into the safe-haven of my interior world 
where words like ‘beaner’ and ‘greaseball’ could be shouted with impunity. I diligently avoided 
further contact with the boy, hoping to escape the precarious situation with my hide intact. When 
he passed his ticket to the blonde-haired volunteer mom, he turned and narrowed his eyes at me 
while flaring his nostrils. Once on the dance floor, I sought the safety of a group of Hawaiian 
shirts. I learned the importance of maintaining distance and having a clear exit strategy.
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A few months after the dance, my father and I traveled to Watts, a largely black 
community in South Los Angeles. We wanted to see the Watts Towers— a cluster of structures 
erected by a local artisan using many recycled and found materials. When we exited the 
highway, we saw a billboard for a local hip-hop station. My father turned the dial and the bassy 
beats blasted from our speakers. We rolled down the windows and began raising and lowering 
our arms in time with the music, as we’d seen the rappers do on TV.
“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” my father said in his rapper voice.
“Aiiiiiight,” I replied in mine.
While we knew enough from the television to mock black culture, we didn’t encounter 
black people often enough to have a formed opinion of them. Our hometown was brown, and this 
excursion took us into uncharted territory. Wind ripping through the windows as we cruised the 
streets, I felt as if  my father and I were part of a joke that only we understood, despite the fact 
that the butt of our joke walked the street and bought their gas within feet of our passing vehicle. 
My father and I exchanged nervous smiles and kept flapping our arms until we turned down the 
dead-end residential street that housed the towers. We switched off the radio, rolled up the 
windows, and kept our eyes forward as we drove past the native inhabitants. As long as we
stayed in the shadows and maintained high speeds, our secrets were safe.
***
I first remember becoming aware of the state of Mississippi, and subsequently of overt 
racism, at the age of twelve when my father and I watched the movie A Time to Kill. In the film, 
two white Mississippians kidnap, rape, beat, and leave for dead a ten-year-old black girl. The 
white men are arrested and as they are led up the courthouse steps to their arraignment, the black 
father of the brutalized girl steps out from the shadows and guns down the prisoners. The rest of
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the movie follows the murder trial of the father as the Klan and local black residents clash 
outside the courthouse while the defense attorney struggles to overcome the prejudices of the all­
white jury. The trial reaches its climax during closing arguments when the defense attorney asks 
the jurors to close their eyes and picture the scene as he describes the attack on the young girl. At 
the end of his speech, he tells to the jurors to now imagine that the girl is white. The courtroom is 
brought to tears. The father is acquitted of all charges and racial reconciliation begins taking 
place.
As the credits rolled on our living room television set, my father slowly clapped his 
hands. “That was excellent,” he said. “I can’t imagine how anybody could ever do something 
like that. It’s disgusting. How can you hate somebody like that just because of the color of their 
skin? I just don’t understand. It’s inhuman.” We were not like the whites in the movie because 
we would not commit such crimes. We were not members of the Klan. Those distinctions made 
us something different, something better.
Almost a decade after my cinematic encounter with the state, I moved to Mississippi to 
teach high school in a rural community. It was easy to differentiate myself from the cable guy 
who came into my house and, upon seeing we shared a skin color, spoke freely about how “they” 
lived on the other side of the segregated town. I could also hold my nose in contempt for the 
landlord who preferred to not rent houses to blacks because “they just live different than us.” I 
easily assumed these unassailable positions because, unlike my upbringing with the Hispanic 
community, I did not have a framework for prejudice against the black community and because 
the high school where I worked was attended almost exclusively by black students. As an 
outsider looking in, the mindset of some Mississippi whites fit within my understanding of what
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real racism looked like. Yet while I could see that I was not like “those racists,” the identity I
found so repugnant eventually caught up with me.
***
My first semester as a teacher did not go well. I failed to earn my students’ respect. 
Thrown objects, fights, outbursts of obscenities, and constant talking were hallmarks of my class. 
After a few months on the job, I was frustrated and desperate to assert my authority. One day, 
Rachel, a seventh-grader with a grown-up attitude and a child-like demeanor began talking 
through my lesson.
“Rachel,” I said, “please stop talking.”
Turning her head from the classmate she’d been speaking with, she looked at me and 
replied, “Shut your mouth.”
“Get out,” I said in my calmest voice, pointing towards the door that led into the hallway. 
With a huff, she stood up and exited the classroom. I pressed the button to activate the intercom 
to the front office.
“Yes,” said the disembodied intercom voice.
“I have a student I need removed from the classroom,” I explained.
“Okay,” said the voice, clicking off the intercom. I followed Rachel into the hall to 
confront her.
She stood with her back against the lockers, arms folded as she assiduously avoided eye 
contact and swayed back and forth. “I didn’t do anything,” she began.
“Yeah right,” I replied. “You can’t tell me to shut my mouth and expect to get away with
it.”
“I didn’t do anything,” she repeated.
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Growing frustrated, I said, “Look, I’m tired of your attitude. You do nothing but disrupt 
the class and you’re going to fail and have to repeat the seventh grade.”
At this accusation, Rachel rolled her eyes, forced out an angry breath, and walked down 
the hallway.
“Get back here,” I ordered.
Casting a quick glance over her shoulder, she replied, “Man, screw you.”
I jogged down the hallway to get ahead of her. When I’d overtaken her, I slammed my 
hand onto the locker in front of her to block her escape with my arm. “Listen,” I began, “you 
need to shut your goddamn mouth when I tell you to shut your goddamn mouth.”
“You can’t talk to me like that,” she replied.
“Oh yeah?” I said. “Go ahead and tell on me. Who do you think people are going to 
believe; me the teacher or just some girl like you.” During my time at the school I’d learned that 
documentation was everything. To fail a student, teachers needed a pile of paperwork showing 
failed tests, records of phone calls home, attempts to redesign instruction to accommodate the 
student, and consultations with administration. The same was true for student complaints against 
teachers. I once received a one-day suspension when I told a student, “Get your ass back in your 
seat,” in front of my entire class after she’d smacked my hand away from where I held her 
backpack. In Rachel’s case, I thought her claim would never stand.
Before Rachel could respond to my threat, a security guard arrived. I described Rachel’s 
malfeasance and asked that she be taken to in-school suspension. When Rachel tried to protest, 
the guard, as I’d anticipated, told her to stop making noise and head to the suspension room. I 
returned to my class.
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The next morning when I arrived for work, the principal stopped. “We have a meeting at 
eight this morning,” she began. “Rachel’s mom is here. She says you threw her daughter into a 
locker and called her a nigger.” As a white teacher at a predominantly black school, I could 
imagine few allegations that carried more potential to lead to my immediate termination.
Not knowing what else to do, I sought out Mr. N. He was a veteran teacher who helped 
shepherd new teachers through the school year. He was also black. I asked him for advice.
After I explained the situation, he asked, “Well, did you do it?”
“No,” I replied. “We had a conflict in the hallway but none of the stuff she described 
actually happened.”
Nodding his head thoughtfully, Mr. N responded, “If you were like that, we would’ve 
seen it by now.”
“I’d never say anything like that,” I replied.
“Just tell the truth and everything should be fine,” he concluded. I thanked him and went 
to the front office for the conference. Rachel’s mom sat at a table, arms folded, staring venom in 
my direction. The principal instructed me to sit down and the vice principal, who was there to 
document the encounter, sat sleepily in a corner of the room. I decided to get out in front of the 
inevitable confrontation.
Turning to the mother, I said, “I know what your daughter says happened, but I would 
never use a word like that and I never laid a hand on her. We got into it a little bit in the hallway 
after she was disrespectful in the classroom, but none of the stuff she’s talking about actually 
happened.”
“I just know what my daughter told me,” the mother replied.
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Seizing the opportunity to turn the tide of the conversation, I said, “She told me to shut 
my mouth when I told her to stop talking in class. I took her out in the hallway and told her that 
she could not speak to me like that. She got angry and walked away. I stopped her without 
touching her and then security came and took her away. Nothing else happened.”
The mother’s stare slowly turned from me to her daughter. “Is that true?” the mother
asked.
Seeing that she was losing ground, Rachel backtracked, saying, “He didn’t call me the n- 
word and he didn’t touch me, but he was really mean to me in the hallway.”
I breathed a sigh of relief. After a quick scolding from her mother and the principal about 
the seriousness of making such accusations, the conference ended. I was exonerated.
I took my victory as a sign that Mr. N was right about me, and in a way he was. I wasn’t 
“like that.” I was like something else, something that was much better at hiding.
Over summer break following my second year teaching at the school, my father came to 
visit me in Mississippi. We toured the local sights—B.B. King’s museum, the town where 
Emmet Till was murdered, the crossroads where Robert Johnson sold his soul to the devil, and 
the school where I worked. At the end of the tour, I wanted to show my father how my students 
lived, so I took him to one of the local housing projects.
Hidden behind the Civic Center and surrounded on all sides by chain-linked fence, the 
project is a veritable fortress. Instead of keeping invaders out, the facility seeks to keep the 
residents in. A one-way road snakes its way between bungalow-style homes and ends at a break 
in the fence that serves as both entrance and exit to the community. The homes are spread out by 
as much as a hundred feet apart, leaving each house like an island in the midst of poorly-
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manicured seas of grass. Light poles reach fifty feet into the sky, holding up floodlights that 
illuminate the neighborhood throughout the evening.
Cruising past rows of homes, my father and I gawked at the hordes of unsupervised 
children running the streets, the occasional broken window, and the crumbling roofs. As we 
rounded a corner that marked the halfway point of our journey, I remarked, “You wouldn’t want 
to come here at night.”
“I bet,” my father replied. “You wouldn’t make it out alive.”
While nodding my head in agreement, I felt ashamed of the poverty tour we were on. I’d 
actually been to the project before, including several visits at night, dropping off students who 
missed buses or whose parents couldn’t pick them up after a track meet. I knew several of the 
families who occupied some of the forty or so homes. Reducing them to murderous nocturnal 
beasts felt wrong because I’d broken another of the rules for sustaining bigotry— I’d come out of 
the safety afforded by motor vehicles and secrecy and I’d gotten to know the mysterious other as 
something besides a drive-by oddity or a dirty line-cutter. I remained an outsider in many ways. 
I’d never been inside one of the bungalow homes or spent any more time in the neighborhood 
than was required to drop off a student. But I knew names like Smith and Johnson, not beaner or 
greaseball, to go along with the faces I saw peeking through windows and playing in the streets.
I piloted our vehicle past the rest of the homes. Once back on the main road, out of the 
shadow of the Civic Center, my father said, “I can’t believe people live like that. I feel so sorry 
for them.”
“Yeah,” I agreed, wondering what Mr. N would say had he known what I had been up to.
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Do the Right Thing
A series of fights, one involving almost thirty students wielding bricks and stones in the 
parking lot of the high school where I worked, led the district administration to organize an anti­
violence rally in the gym. The school hoped to curb the constant rule breaking and violence on 
campus by emphasizing that small choices lead to larger outcomes.
The day of the rally, I sat near the top row of the bleachers in the gymnasium, monitoring 
the students. The gym was alive with the energy of teenagers hopped up on sugar and saturated 
fats, freed from an afternoon of classes, and craving entertainment. Down on the floor, 
cheerleaders bounced about, exuding pep. The lone tuba in the band belted out guttural notes and 
the snares nervously click-clacked their sticks, warming up for their performance.
Two rows down from where I sat, a student reclined in the aisle of the bleachers instead 
of in the seats with the other students. I recognized him from the hallways; he rarely attended 
class and never complied with an order without complaint. I wasn’t in the mood for a conflict, 
but Mr. Wilkins, another teacher, had other plans.
Wilkins approached the boy and said, “Come on man, find a seat.” The boy sized up 
Wilkins, stood, and walked up a few rows. He now stood in the aisle next to me, but didn’t make 
any effort to sit down. Wilkins waited a few moments and approached the boy again. “You need 
to sit down,” Wilkins said. The boy stared over Wilkins’ shoulder, rocking his head in time with 
the drums down below, refusing to acknowledge the teacher.
The two were acting out a well-worn script on campus; teacher asks student to do 
something, student refuses to comply. Over the course of the year I had written countless 
disciplinary referrals to the tune of, “I asked student to stop talking in class. Student replied, ‘I’m 
not talkin,’ and continued talking. I told student to leave class. Student refused,” or, “Student
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would not complete assignment. I told student to get to work. Student refused.” Over the course 
of the year, my second at the school, I’d grown tired of the battle and I struggled to see the point 
of the work I did. When I became a teacher, I’d hoped to do something good, to make a 
difference in the lives of the children, but I found myself acting more as peacekeeper than 
educator.
A few days before the rally, a student was talking through my lesson. I usually ignored 
him, but his volume rose so high that I found myself shouting to be heard. I pressed the button to 
activate the intercom to the front office.
“Yes,” said the disembodied voice on the intercom.
“Kevin is disrupting class,” I reported. “I need somebody to come remove him.”
“Okay,” said the voice, clicking off the intercom.
Turning to Kevin, I said, “You need to wait outside until somebody comes to get you.” I 
wanted to move on with my lesson.
“But I need to learn,” he replied. He pulled a brush from his pocket and began combing, 
littering his desk with strands of his hair.
A few minutes later, a barrel-chested security guard arrived at the class. “I tried to make 
him leave, but he won’t go,” I told the guard.
He looked at Kevin from the doorway and said, “Get over here, now.”
Most students followed the guard’s instructions. He was known for giving occasional 
swats to the head while out sight of the cameras that monitored the school. But Kevin replied, 
“I’m staying right here, I need to learn something.” The guard entered the room.
“Get up before I tear you up,” the guard said. Kevin stood. The guard approached to seize 
him. As the guard drew near, Kevin backed away. Kevin then jumped on top of a desk and leapt
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into a neighboring aisle. The guard moved to the front of the class. He entered the aisle where 
Kevin now stood, but Kevin repeated his maneuver.
“I’m gonna get you,” the guard said, lunging towards Kevin across a desk. Narrowly 
avoiding the guard’s grasp, Kevin ran to the back of the classroom and jumped through the 
window of our first-floor room. The students in the class cheered for the folk hero as he ran 
across the grass toward the front of the school. The defeated security guard turned and walked 
from the class.
The anti-violence rally felt like a sham response to systematic issues. To curb classroom 
disruptions and fights at the school, the district administration once announced a zero-tolerance 
policy. Any student receiving a referral would automatically receive a three-day suspension. 
Teachers responded by attempting to address behavior problems they normally let slide. By the 
end of the first period of classes on the first day of the policy, almost a quarter of the students in 
the school had received referrals. By third period, an announcement came over the intercom.
“Teachers,” said the voice. “No more referrals will be accepted by the front office.” A 
collective gasp rose through the school. “Thank you,” concluded the voice, clicking off the 
intercom.
I wanted to help improve the school and my students’ lives, but I was just one teacher 
monitoring the gym while Wilkins reached his breaking point.
“All right,” Wilkins said, “it’s time for you to go.” He started walking down the steps, 
but the boy didn’t budge.
Down on the floor, the cheerleaders finished their routine; the band started taking their 
formation; the community leaders and activists prepared for their speeches. Back in the 
bleachers, Wilkins again approached the boy. “You’re either walking down with me, or I’m
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carrying you out of here,” he said. I looked at Wilkins. Even though he had been a wide receiver 
at a Division I college and was in remarkably good shape for a man in his mid-thirties, I thought 
he had to be kidding. The student was about 5’10”, probably weighed 180 pounds, and we were 
at least 50 steps up the bleachers. Put aside that Wilkins’ plan rested on the assumption that he 
could carry a struggling child down a flight of stairs, and the fact remains that his scheme 
violated a number of school, state, and ethical rules. Still, the boy refused to move and Wilkins 
was determined.
“All right,” Wilkins said, putting a hand on the boy’s shoulder and reaching toward the 
boy’s ankle, preparing to hoist him over his shoulders. But before Wilkins could complete his 
move, the boy threw his arms around Wilkins, locking him in a bear hug.
“This has got to be a joke,” I thought to myself as I sat not three feet away from the 
student and the teacher grappling in the bleachers at the anti-violence rally. Maybe Wilkins and 
the boy were friends horsing around, maybe the boy was just trying to keep his balance, maybe 
this was all a big misunderstanding and the two were about to make up. But when I met Wilkins’ 
eyes, I could see he was desperate.
There had been assaults on staff before. The day after I started dating the woman who 
would eventually become my wife, there was a fight in her classroom. During the passing period 
from first to second hour, two female students rushed into her class to attack one of the girls in 
the room. Elizabeth pushed the attackers towards the door knowing that when a fight breaks out 
in a classroom, word quickly spreads around campus and students rush to catch a glimpse. The 
ensuing mob creates a horde so thick around the door that it becomes impossible for security to 
get through. Elizabeth grabbed one of the girls around the waist, hoping to gain some control. 
The girl broke free, turned, looked Elizabeth in the eye, punched her in the face, and ran away.
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Staring at me, Wilkins called, “Mr. Hinckley,” as he struggled to breathe under the boy’s 
grasp. I realized, too late, that Wilkins needed my help.
Hoping to atone for my mistake, I got up from my seat to intervene in the Wilkins brawl. 
As I drew near, the combatants lost their balance and fell to the side, landing on top of a group of 
girls who moments earlier had been waving to one of the cheerleaders on the floor. The girls 
shrieked and tried to escape, but were trapped under the mass. I ran over. Wilkins was facedown 
on top of the boy, immobilized by the boy’s grip. I tried to pry the hands off Wilkins, but the boy 
was resolute. As I bent over, trying to loose even a single finger, I was interrupted when tiny fists 
began punching Wilkins in the back. I looked up and a girl was pummeling Wilkins. Seeing an 
easier route to assist Wilkins than dealing with the boy’s vice-like grip, I grabbed the girl by the 
arm and dragged her down the aisle. She lunged toward Wilkins and the boy, shouting, “That’s 
my brother, let me go,” but I used my weight to pull her from the bleachers. When I reached the 
floor, I passed her off to security and looked back up to see Wilkins and the boy, who had since 
been separated by a pack of burly male teachers.
I went outside to catch my breath. Leaning against a mangled chain-link fence, I stared at 
the rusted tricycles slowly being consumed by weeds outside the school’s nursery. Inside the 
gym the band started playing and the cheerleaders resumed cheering. The anti-violence rally got 
under way.
The first speaker approached the microphone. His voice boomed over the speaker system: 
“Do good things all the time.” His message was clear. Everything comes down to choice. 
Effecting large-scale change can be as simple as a few people choosing to do the right thing. We 
needed to take personal responsibility for our actions.
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As I stood, propped against the fence, the boy was brought out, his hands held behind his 
back by a security guard. We briefly made eye contact; he stared daggers through my head. I 
turned away and he was led to the front office. I felt guilty, as if  I should have done more, as if  I 
should have been standing by Wilkins’ side, but I was more concerned with public perception. 
The staff would probably whisper about my failure, about how I had sat in my seat until it was 
too late.
Wilkins and a couple other teachers came out of the gym. They discussed the fight. 
Wilkins was fired up, throwing his arms around, speaking quickly.
“I can’t believe this,” Wilkins said.
“There’s just no respect around here any more,” replied another teacher.
“I’m going to file a workers comp claim,” Wilkins continued. “I didn’t sign up for this 
kind of nonsense.” He looked in my direction. I weakly smiled. He turned away and resumed his 
ranting.
Fuck you, too, I thought.
A few days after the incident, the district officials summoned me to their office to testify 
in the expulsion hearing for the boy. Seated in overstuffed leather chairs with brass rivets along 
the edges, Wilkins and I watched as the school board and district attorney proceeded through the 
required parliamentary procedures.
“How are you doing,” I asked Wilkins.
“All right,” he replied. “And you?”
“Fine, Thanks.” I said. We sat in silence until the officials concluded their introductions. 
The boy, though invited to the hearing, was not present. The officials decided to try him in 
absentia.
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The board first called Wilkins up to the conference table to testify. He recounted his 
version of the events at the rally. At the end of his testimony, the elderly man who chaired the 
board asked Wilkins one question: “Did you ever try to throw the boy down the stairs?” They 
wanted to know if Wilkins had given the student any reason to attack. Judging by the question, 
the boy had indicated that Wilkins had acted as instigator. But the chairman had asked the wrong 
question.
Without missing a beat, Wilkins replied, “Never.”
Satisfied, the board thanked Wilkins and called me to testify. Sitting before the collected 
might of the school district, I recounted what I saw, but when I got to the part of the story where 
Wilkins threatened to carry the boy out of the gym, I hesitated. “And then Mr. Wilkins told the 
boy that he needed to leave the gym right now,” I said. “When the boy refused to move, Wilkins 
reached out and touched the boy’s shoulder, and the boy grabbed him.”
“Did you see Mr. Wilkins try to throw the boy down the stairs?” asked the elderly board 
member.
“No,” I replied, relying on the shortcoming of the question itself to avoid feeling as if  I 
were committing perjury.
I thought about Wilkins, who sat in the back of the room. He was well liked and 
respected by his peers. I hoped he recognized the favor.
The elderly board member thanked me for my time and excused me from the room. After 
deliberating for a short period, the board expelled the boy for the remainder of the school year. 
They wanted to show that failing to do the right thing would not be tolerated.
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Cat Rescue
Stan appeared one August day, left on the front porch by an unknown neighbor with a 
note that read, “Thought this little guy could use a good home.” We lived in a single story baby 
blue house with a two-car carport on a half-acre lot carved out of a sprawling soybean farm in 
rural Mississippi. The back yard stopped at the first row of crops, which stretched a quarter mile 
in each direction before ending in a thicket of oak trees along a river. There were only two 
neighbors— one across the street and one a few hundred yards down the road. Both were young 
married couples who kept to themselves. Neither seemed the cat donating type.
Tom, my roommate, was a tall, jolly, redheaded fellow from Minnesota who sported a 
healthy beer belly. We had been staying together for less than a month and didn’t know each 
other well. We had both recently graduated from college, uprooted, and now found ourselves 
living and teaching in Mississippi. Our house was about forty minutes north of town at the end of 
Money Road— a lonely, two-lane stretch, known for its deer and head on collisions, as it wound 
through vast farms and forgotten towns. Somewhere amidst the harvest and the memories, 
someone deemed Tom and I worthy of the gift of Stan.
When I came home from work that day to find Stan sitting on the front porch, he was no 
more than a black ball of fluff. He moved with the uncertainty of a toddler, unsteady atop his 
finger-length legs. As I approached him, he meowed meekly, begging me to welcome him into 
my life. I picked him up and he stood in the palm of my hand, fighting to maintain balance. I sat 
down and placed him in my lap. He purred, rubbing his tiny head against my hands, occasionally 
pausing to nip at my fingers with his needlelike teeth. We spent the next hour on the porch, 
bonding in the sticky heat of the Mississippi summer evening.
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Eventually, Tom came home. As Tom glanced from the note to the cat and back to the 
note again, I remained silent. Before we moved in together, Tom asserted that he would not 
allow a cat into the house; he was highly allergic. Maybe Tom was swayed by Stan’s charm, or 
maybe he could see the look of love in my eye, or maybe he realized that rejecting Stan would 
lead to the animal shelter and eventually the gas chamber, but he quietly acquiesced: “You can 
keep him, as long as he stays outside,” Tom said.
We gave the front screened porch to Stan. His domain was ten square feet, covered in the 
kind of cheap carpeting found in public schools. Stan was content with these confines. He 
protected his lair from stray bugs with the ferocity of a much older, stronger beast. His claws 
were like daggers, tearing his prey apart without mercy or remorse. But when in my arms, he 
would end his savagery and retract his claws, becoming the soft, affectionate cat I loved.
Stan sat on the porch waiting for me each night. Following my forty minute commute, I’d 
walk up the steps from the porch, open the front door, grab Stan’s food, fill his bowl, and pet him 
while he ate. After he finished, I’d put him in my lap and he’d sit there purring and nipping at my 
fingers until it was time for me to go inside for the evening to begin working. We repeated this 
tradition in the mornings before I left for school.
I think we both appreciated the consistency of our routine. Stan knew that he had two 
square meals each day and I could count on his unyielding affection. My job wasn’t going well. I 
had assumed that I could be a successful teacher through sheer force of will, that passion would 
make me great, and I was suffering the consequences of hubris. I worked seventeen hour days, 
only nine of which were in the classroom. On my way home from work I would pick up fried 
chicken from the gas station; $3.59 for five pieces. I’d tell myself to only eat two and save the 
rest for later, but the chicken never survived the trip. Once home, I graded papers, tracked
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student progress, printed assignments, and planned my lesson for the next day. There was never 
enough time.
Teaching was opportunity, a way to distinguish myself from my peers as I prepared for a 
real career as a lawyer, or a businessman, or a politician. My school was at risk of being taken 
over by the state following years of failing test scores. The majority of my students lived in 
poverty. Teaching was noble. It was supposed to conform to my expectations.
One morning, thirty minutes into my drive to work, Tom called.
“I stepped on Stan and he’s vomiting blood,” he said, his voice quivering. “What should I
do?”
I slammed on my brakes and skidded onto the narrow grass shoulder. “Where is he 
now?” I asked.
Tom said that Stan was lying in the corner of the porch. He was still breathing, but not 
moving much. Tom had been walking down the steps from the front door when Stan ran under 
his foot. All of Tom’s 200 pounds came crashing down on Stan’s tiny frame.
Tom asked again: “What should I do?”
My childhood cat, Oscar, experienced a rash of injuries early in kittenhood. Oscar, like 
Stan, began his life as an outdoor cat. One day he came home with a broken leg. He spent the 
next six weeks hobbling around the house with pins in his knee and his leg immobilized in a cast. 
The day the cast was removed, Oscar fell off the cinderblock fence in our backyard. The 
neighbor’s fifty-pound pit bull sunk its teeth into Oscar’s belly. Oscar had eight holes in his 
stomach. My stepfather told the vet, “If it’s going to cost more than two hundred dollars to fix 
him, just put him down.” He didn’t believe that a pet should put the human members of a family
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at financial risk. The vet gave us a discount and plugged the holes in the cat’s stomach. I wasn’t 
sure Stan would be so lucky.
I couldn’t focus on answering Tom’s question. Up to the moment that Tom called, I had 
been absorbed with the day to come. I had only slept a few hours the night before and I was 
unprepared to teach my lesson. My plan for my students involved writing an essay, but I hadn’t 
even written the prompt yet, much less thought about what I wanted them to get out of the 
writing exercise. The last time I had written an impromptu prompt on the board, a student raised 
his hand and asked, “Why are we doing this?”
“Because it’s important to know how to write well,” I replied.
The student looked incredulous. “But I don’t know what to write about,” he replied.
I got flustered. “Look, I don’t really care what you write about,” I replied. “Just answer 
the prompt. You need to sit there working silently until the bell rings.” The student shrugged, put 
his head down on his desk, and went to sleep. A handful of students started writing, but most 
either slept or talked to their neighbors. By the midpoint of the class period, most students had 
finished working or just stopped trying altogether. The volume in the room steadily rose. I sat at 
my desk waiting for the bell to ring, hoping that no fights started. It was a day spent under siege 
because of my incompetence.
Sitting on the side of the road on the phone with Tom, I blurted out the first answer that 
came to mind. “Just leave him,” I said. “If he’s going to die, he’s going to die.”
Tom paused. “Are you sure?” he asked.
I didn’t take a moment to reconsider. “I’m sure,” I replied. With my blessing Tom left 
Stan on the front porch. I sat in my truck on the side of Money Road, surrounded by fog and the 
ghosts of the forgotten towns. I began to refocus on going to work. I pulled back onto the road.
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When I entered the school parking lot, I finally had a chance to breathe. I imagined Stan 
taking a final breath lying face down in a pool of bloody vomit. Later, with my students 
swarming around me, rebelling against another half-baked writing prompt, I thought of the grave 
I would have to dig alongside the soybean field that night. Stan would not survive the crushing, I 
realized.
Still, at the end of the day, I sped down Money Road. The farmscape was a green blur. 
When I arrived at my house, I ran to the front porch. Stan was lying still in a corner. A quarter­
sized puddle of blood stained the carpet. My shoes thumped against the carpeting and the 
concrete beneath. The sound jarred Stan out of his daze; he raised his head and struggled to his 
feet. I scooped Stan up, jumped into my truck, and headed back down Money Road.
I didn’t know where I was going. I had only been living in Mississippi for a month and 
during my first two weeks with Stan, I hadn’t had the chance to take him to a veterinarian. I 
called another teacher who had a dog. She didn’t answer. There was nobody else to turn to. I 
didn’t know any locals. I had to keep driving.
Stan couldn’t keep his eyes open. I scratched his head as we drove. He didn’t try to nip at 
my fingers. He just lay in my lap, his thin belly rising and falling. “I’m so sorry,” I whispered.
As we neared the outskirts of town, the other teacher called with directions and a phone 
number. I called the vet and quickly explained the situation. “Oh my,” the receptionist said. 
“Bring him right in.”
When we arrived, I carried Stan inside and we were rushed into the examining room. I 
told the vet about the crushing and the blood vomiting and the sluggishness. After a physical 
inspection, the vet told me that there wasn’t anything he could do except to keep Stan for 
observation. If Stan lived through the night he should be fine.
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***
I got my first pet when I was four. My parents had just divorced, and my father sought to 
soothe me with a golden retriever. I named her Amy, after a girl I knew at pre-school. Amy was 
affable and loyal, but dumber than sin. She always wanted to play catch. W e’d throw the ball to 
her, she’d stand watching the ball approach, the ball would hit her in the snout, and then she’d 
chase after it. Though she lived for almost seventeen years, I never saw her as anything other 
than a diversion.
After his night of observation, Stan came home with a clean bill of health. The vet said 
that Stan had probably been in shock. Having shaken off that trauma, Stan was back to his old 
frisky self, bounding around the screened porch and nipping at fingers. In his exuberance, he 
punched a hole through the screen, giving him access to the rest of the yard. He ruled the area 
surrounding our house with an iron paw, occasionally bringing home dead mice and birds as 
trophies, but never straying further than our half-acre property.
Stan’s brush with death also brought an unexpected treat: Tom, racked by guilt, agreed to 
allow Stan into the house, but only occasionally. Instead of spending his evenings alone on the 
porch, Stan now spent hours chasing balls of dust around hardwood floors. Wherever I went,
Stan was on my heels, chasing me down, hoping to receive a quick scratch behind the ears. He 
wanted to be by my side, and I was willing to oblige.
During the day, Stan roamed the countryside, hunting and sunning himself. He still loved 
human companionship though; after spending the day alone, he yearned for company. Whenever 
a car drove into the driveway, Stan rushed toward the approaching vehicle to greet the driver. He 
would continue his march until the car was forced to stop. Taking charge, he would then slowly 
walk in front of the car, like a drum major leading his band, as the vehicle inched forward into its
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parking place. Once the vehicle turned off, Stan would run around to the driver’s side and jump 
in, purring loudly as he rubbed against the driver’s legs. It was both maddening and endearing— 
pulling into the driveway was dictated by Stan’s cadence, but he rewarded the patient driver with 
affection. I never thought to break him of the habit; after spending a difficult day with students, I 
was happy to be greeted.
I still hadn’t recovered from my initial missteps as a teacher, and my students had begun 
an insurrection. Fights broke out, projectiles flew across the room, and my voice was lost in the 
din. Once, a student snapped his fingers behind my back; I leapt in fear, thinking that he was 
about to attack me.
Teaching in a failing school is like being in a failed nation. Exposed wires hang from the 
ceiling, the chalkboards are covered in graffiti, the sewers overflow with shit when it rains. 
Children are in gangs, dealing and using drugs. Children are homeless; their parents are gone. 
They can’t read, add, subtract. With a lack of viable jobs in the region, there’s almost no point to 
learning. At best they’ll go on to become teachers and administrators themselves, doing things as 
they have always been done.
My students were not me. They were not driven by my vision of going to college, having 
a career, and achieving social mobility. They achieved status by standing up to teachers, the 
police, and their peers. They dreamt of becoming professional athletes and famous rappers, not 
lawyers.
Stan was everything I wanted my students to be. He had been broken, too, by the 
crushing, but had maintained his innocence. He was compliant, eating when I told him to eat, 
sitting in my lap when I picked him up, never questioning. Our relationship was effortless.
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About a month after Stan was stepped on, I took a day off from work. I called it a 
mental-health day, an opportunity to free myself from the daily siege of school. I was napping in 
the living room when Tom came home from work.
“Hey dude,” he said, “something’s wrong with the cat.” I figured that Stan was sick, or 
maybe a little dirty and I slowly raised my head over the crest of the couch to take a look.
Tom, carrying an armload of groceries, had gotten out of his car and slammed the door 
shut only to hear a dull thud and to see the door bounce back open. He looked down. Stan lay 
next to the car, breathing heavily, not moving. His head had been slammed in the door. Tom had 
then picked Stan up, brought him inside, and laid him on the floor of our living room, where the 
cat rested still.
I was furious with Tom, but yelling at him wouldn’t change the fact that he had once 
again brought Stan to the brink of death. I took a deep breath before walking over to Stan. As I 
approached, he tried to get up, to run over to me and rub his head against my leg. He collapsed. 
Again and again he would rise to his feet, take two steps, then collapse on his right side. He 
didn’t seem to be in any pain. He was just confused.
Swallowing my anger, I thanked Tom for bringing Stan inside and picked my cat up, 
carrying him over to the couch and placing him in my lap. Stan fought to escape my grasp. He 
wanted to run and play, but I held him down. I probed his body, looking for a sign of pain. There 
was none.
Stan needed to rest, I thought, and everything would be better. This crippling would pass. 
I didn’t want to let him go. I didn’t want to see him try and fail to walk. Restrained in my lap, 
Stan stayed safe.
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After an hour of fighting, I put Stan back on the ground. Elated to finally be free, Stan 
rose to his feet as if  he was preparing to chase a dust ball. He collapsed. Time had not healed all 
wounds.
Given the previous contributions of the vet, I decided to keep Stan at home for 
observation and, hopefully, recovery. Every time he fell over, he fell to the right, so I stood him 
up with his right side propped against a wall. He immediately began running forward unhindered 
until running out of wall and collapsing once again. When it came time for his dinner, Stan 
crumbled in front of his bowl. Unable to lift his head over the lip of the dish, he reached his front 
paw into the bowl and began clawing out bits of kibble. I again placed him against the wall 
where he was able to stand and reach his meal.
Though he was wounded, I could not give my full attention to Stan. It was the weekend 
and I had work to do. Papers still needed to be graded, lessons still needed to be planned, and 
fried chicken still needed to be consumed. I sat on the living room couch, hunched over my 
computer. As I typed, Stan frolicked. There was no point to restraining him; despite his 
handicap, he was still energetic, desperate to investigate every inch of the house from his new 
perspective. Throughout the weekend, the house was filled by the thump of Stan’s body hitting 
the ground. He was incredibly resilient.
Having shown no signs of improvement as I prepared to go to work on Monday, I 
decided to take Stan to the vet for a formal diagnosis when I got home. I wanted to find out how 
to make the rest of his life comfortable. Repairing his malady was out of the question; I didn’t 
have the money. But I wasn’t going to give up on Stan. Maybe it would have been cruel to force 
him to live the rest of his life two steps at a time, but I needed him. I pictured days filled with
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frustration and evenings alone with Tom, both of us silently typing in our separate corners of the 
house. I needed a buffer.
When I got home from work, I opened the front door to find Stan, born again, running in 
circles, showing off his newly rediscovered ability to walk. The transfer request on one of his 
nine lives had just come through.
***
Our first Mississippi winter was one of the coldest on record. By January, the thermostat 
was in single digits, and Stan stayed indoors. I left an electric blanket on the couch as bait, and 
we hunkered down together.
The house was remote, off the main utility grid. Our water came from a well and our gas 
was delivered by a truck. Tom and I were broke, and after spending several hundred dollars 
filling and refilling the propane tank in our backyard, the gauge on the tank hit empty. The heater 
stopped working and the steam of our breath hung in the air. We carried space heaters from room 
to room to stave off the cold. Stan, insulated by his black coat, didn’t seem to mind, but for us, 
the conditions were unlivable. The day the pipes froze, Tom and I decided we had to leave. We 
moved into town, taking Stan with us.
Our new house was on the corner of Martin and Luckett. It was a single-story white 
house with vinyl siding and evergreen trim. Two magnolia trees, each several decades old, 
flanked the sides of the yard, constantly covering our lawn with large, waxy leaves. The owner 
of the house, a man known for tight pockets, had rented the property for years. In our haste to 
find a place, we didn’t demand that he clean the house before we moved in. The tan carpet bore 
the stains of Kool-Aid; a leaky water heater sat unfixed. Cockroaches shuffled about the kitchen. 
Cobwebs occupied every corner of the ceiling. But the house had heat.
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The man across the street was a hoarder. Bricks, remnants of a long forgotten 
construction project, were scattered across his stoop. Weeds grew around a tower of hub caps, 
exercise equipment, televisions, mufflers, and scrap metal. The hoarder’s next door neighbors 
had erected a six-foot-tall fence along the shared property line to either block him out or pin him 
in. The man’s yard was also home to a gang of three cats who spent their days sunning 
themselves atop the rusted hulk of a gray van on the front lawn. Another group of cats lived in 
the dumpster behind a nearby apartment complex. Another group camped out on the front 
doorstep of a house whose owners, unable to stand the sight of starving kitties, would leave out 
bowls of food. The numbers among the strays constantly increased. The doorstep pack had at 
least one litter, and the dumpster cats multiplied faster than fleas. Missing ears, tails, and eyes, 
the trophies of cat battles won and lost, were worn with pride.
Given the potential danger of the neighborhood, Tom and I agreed to keep Stan indoors 
as much as possible. But Stan had tasted the freedom of roaming the countryside and wasn’t 
ready to be confined. He perched for hours on the living room windowsill, carefully tracking the 
movements of the cats outside. The other cats regularly passed through our yard, pausing to 
clean themselves as Stan looked on.
Stan’s nips at my fingertips turned into attacks. He drew blood one night when I bent 
over to put him into my lap, to sit together as we’d always done. Betrayed, I hit him. He looked 
up at me, stunned, before retreating to the windowsill. Force, I thought, was the only way to 
make him the cat I wanted.
I pursued a similar path in the classroom. I abandoned the idea that I could control and 
teach a class by making students like me. I emotionally detached myself from the students and 
began following a zero tolerance policy. I put children out of the classroom for every infraction,
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sometimes ousting as many as six or seven at a time. The policy was brutal, efficient, and finally 
I was in control, I was successful. The intercom to the front office was my constant companion. 
When I kicked a kid out of class, I’d press the button on the system.
“Yes,” the disembodied voice on the intercom would reply.
“I’ve put a group of students out of class. Somebody needs to come pick them up,” I’d
say.
“Okay,” the voice would reply, clicking off the connection.
If the children did not listen to me because I asked them to, they would spend the class 
period roaming the halls, out of sight and out of mind. The exiled students responded by defacing 
the classroom door with graffiti that read: “Hinckley sucks” and “Fuck you Hinckley.” I took 
these marks as a sign that I was doing well.
After an afternoon of battle, I came home from work one day to find the linoleum around 
the refrigerator covered in yellow liquid. Making my way into the living room, I was 
overwhelmed by the stench of urine.
Spraying, a polite way of saying, “shooting pee everywhere,” begins in male cats when 
they are roughly six months old. It’s a cat’s way of sending a message. Perhaps Stan was trying 
to communicate with the cats outside, to tell them that the house was his territory. Maybe he was 
trying to lure a mate into his lair. I think the message was meant for me. He was trying to tell me 
that he was grown, that he had discovered that there was more to life than sitting in a lap while 
getting your head scratched.
I had known for some time that Stan was approaching the spraying age. Usually, a cat can 
be stopped from spraying in the first place through prompt neutering, but having Stan 
emasculated was never at the forefront of my mind. As I gained control in the classroom and
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experienced success, I came to rely less on Stan, to pay less attention to his needs. His biting and 
peeing only exacerbated the problem of our growing distance.
When Tom came home from work, he was resolute. “You need to get the cat fixed, or 
you need to get rid of him,” he said. “I am not living in a house covered in piss.” I didn’t have 
room to argue.
The vet only neutered on Tuesdays, so I had to wait a week to get Stan an appointment.
In the interim, Tom made a unilateral decision: to protect the house from complete urine 
saturation, he began putting Stan out of the house. I hated the idea of Stan being thrown to the 
local feral population, but I didn’t have much room to argue. I imagined that his initiation would 
be a bloody affair, full biting and posturing, ripping and tearing. The experience of the in-town 
outdoors would take him even further away from me— out of my control and into the streets.
When he first went outside, Stan didn’t stray much further than our yard. He was content 
to spend his days nesting in the long grass, tracking the comings and goings of the neighborhood 
cats. I watched him from the window as he chased butterflies and arched his back. When it came 
time for him to eat, I shook his plastic food container. His ears perked up and his tail flicked in 
the air. He ran from the front yard, bounding over twigs, and slipped past my legs through the 
open door to settle in front of his food dish, meowing as if he hadn’t eaten in weeks. As he ate, I 
scratched his ears and stroked his back. It was the only time he would allow me to indulge. Once 
he finished, I tried to pick him up so we could spend some time together. He clawed, bit, and 
wiggled his way free, running to the nearest window to continue his observations.
After several days of this idyll, Tuesday arrived. I brought Stan home from the vet, 
neutered and stitched, still drowsy from the anesthesia. He stayed inside that night. We lay in bed 
together. He curled upon a pillow and rested while I typed away at my computer. His dopey
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purrs hummed in my ears while I prepped another lesson. The next morning, Tom and I awoke to 
a pee-free-house. In the night, Stan had slipped from my room and nestled on the living room 
windowsill. I went over to Stan’s perch and picked him up, hoping to spend a few minutes 
nuzzling him before leaving for the day. He bit me. The neutering had not curbed his hormones 
and we were locked in battle.
At school, I stood at the front of the class trying to teach a lesson. Anthony, a diminutive 
child prone to rapid mood swings, kept jumping from his seat trying to respond to the questions I 
posed. I indulged him a few times, but he could not be satisfied.
“Anthony,” I gently said. “You need to sit down and give other people a try.”
He flipped a switch. “What,” he shouted. “I’m just trying to learn. None of these other 
kids care what you’re talking about.”
I took a deep breath and responded, “I don’t think that’s true. But at any rate, you need to 
be seated.”
“Forget that,” he replied. He began marching up and down the aisles of the desks. The 
other students laughed and cheered.
“Get out,” I shouted. He ignored me and continued marching. When he walked past me, I 
reached out to grab his arm. I clutched the sleeve of his jacket and pulled. The seam burst at the 
shoulder.
“Man, that’s my only jacket,” Anthony shouted. His mother worked in the school 
cafeteria. He had received a free backpack filled with school supplies at the beginning of the 
school year.
Instead of staying up late that night to plan a lesson, I sat on the living room couch 
sewing. Now that Stan had stopped spraying, Tom agreed to keep Stan indoors. But Stan had
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other plans. Over time, he established a new routine. He spent hours crouching by the front door, 
waiting for me or Tom to enter. As soon as the door cracked open, a black streak would fly 
through. Stan would run a few yards before stopping. Tom usually just let him go then, but I 
would make an effort to corral him inside. The second I moved in Stan’s direction, he would take 
off, rushing through the front yard. He no longer restricted himself to our lawn, but made his way 
over to the rusted hulks on the hoarder’s property. Slipping past dried and cracked tires, Stan 
slithered into a crawl space under the house’s foundation. He spent hours rolling in the damp 
mold and cob webs underneath that house before emerging for the rattle of his food.
I didn’t realize the extent to which Stan dictated my time until one day I shook the food 
container and Stan did not come. I shook again, louder. Still, Stan did not come. I walked into 
the front yard, shaking, calling, “Stanley. Here kitty, kitty, kitty.” I circled the house. Still, Stan 
did not come. I broadened my search area into the hoarder neighbor’s yard, and then another 
yard, and then another yard. I made my way around the entire block, but still, Stan did not come.
His disdain had grown so much that Stan was now even rejecting my food. After about 
fifteen minutes, I returned home, food container in hand, but no Stan. Periodically, over the next 
several hours, I would open the front door and shake, and shake, and shake. Stan did not come.
Our house was a hundred yards away from Claiborne Street, a highly trafficked road 
leading through town. Night fell; Stan but for the glint of his eyes was now invisible. Stan had 
been able to withstand Tom’s foot, but a thousand pound vehicle was a different story.
During Stan’s earlier brushes with death, I at least knew where he suffered. This was 
different. Whatever could happen, or already had happened, was completely beyond my control.
I stayed up late that night, hoping that extreme hunger might drive him back. Around 
midnight I gave the food container a final shake. I called Stan’s name and waited a minute or two
89
before going inside for a fitful night’s sleep. I dreamt of Stan lying in the middle of the road, 
bisected by a passing car, his intestines steaming on the pavement, his mouth agape. Several 
times I heard a cat’s meow, or claws scratching at my window, but when I rose each time I was 
greeted by the emptiness of the night.
The next morning I grabbed the food container and shook. Stan did not come. I walked 
the neighborhood rattling and calling. I made my way out to Claiborne, scanning the road for a 
pulverized black ball of fluff. There was none. All I could do was head to work.
I took my frustration out on my students; previously overlooked behaviors became death 
sentences. The zero tolerance policy expanded to include yawning, paper crumpling, subversive 
voice inflection, pouting, eye rolling, and daydreaming. My students were confused and angry; 
they had grown accustomed to a sense of routine, even if it was ruthless.
I came home that night ready to shake the food container, but as I pulled into the 
driveway, I could see Stan sitting on the front porch. As I approached, Stan sat silently, as if  he 
knew he had done something wrong and was awaiting punishment. I was ready to show him how 
angry I was, to try to persuade him to never put me through this headache again. When I moved 
closer, I could see that something was wrong.
The left side of his face was swollen, forcing his eye shut. Mucus oozed down his cheek. 
The knuckles of his front paw had been stripped of fur. Large swaths of fur were missing from 
his tail and his back. Stan clutched a clump of white fur in his back left paw, a trophy from his 
battle. I scooped him up and to my surprise, he collapsed into my embrace. I inspected his body 
as I carried him inside. He was covered in scratches as if  he had undergone a thorough allergy 
test, but most of the wounds were superficial. Stan stayed with me that night. He ate his dinner
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silently before curling up on the couch next to me, sleeping for hours. The next morning he 
slipped out the door again.
***
The scream came from the streets outside, like an infant forced through a garbage 
disposal. I put down the pot I’d been scrubbing, the last of my cleaning duties before I moved to 
a new house the next day. I’d heard this sound once before, the night that Stan came home 
covered in blood that was not his own. Another scream, this one more desperate, broke the night 
as I opened the front door, bearing witness to the battle taking place in the middle of the street. 
Two black shadows somersaulted through the air, shrouded by the night, ripping at each other’s 
flesh. The neighbors across the road, drawn from their home by the commotion, stood on their 
front doorstep, watching.
“Is that Stan?” one of the neighbors shouted.
“Yes,” I replied, as I removed my right flip-flop from my foot, preparing to separate the 
fighting cats.
Approaching with flip-flop in hand, I shouted, “Hey.” Stan, recognizing my voice, 
momentarily paused his assault. His victim was a black cat, roughly half his size. The other cat 
had had enough; as soon as Stan paused, the cat made a break, fleeing down the road and into 
another neighbor’s driveway. Seeing his prey escape, Stan, his tail puffed, gave chase. Wielding 
my flip-flop, I followed the cats up the driveway. When I reached the top of the drive, the other 
cat was standing on its hind legs, its back propped up against a low wooden fence. Stan sat a few 
feet away hissing and arching his back. Both cats were posturing, preparing for the next round.
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“Hey,” I shouted again. Stan looked over his shoulder and shot a menacing look in my 
direction. In the time it took for Stan to turn his head, the other cat slipped over the top of the 
fence to safety.
Before he could give chase, I put my hand on Stan’s back, pinning him to the ground. He 
sat with his front paws splayed out, his tongue hanging from his mouth as he panted. “Good 
boy,” I said. “Calm down.”
Stan’s eyes darted back and forth wildly. I continued pressing down on his back, trying to 
force him regain control. He didn’t seem to recognize my presence.
Without warning, Stan flipped over onto his back and sunk his front claws into my wrist, 
tearing several gashes into my flesh. I released my hold and he scampered a few feet away, 
taking refuge under the truck parked in the driveway.
I grabbed my wrist to slow the bleeding and crouched down to look under the truck. Stan 
was lying completely flat on his right side, tongue hanging from his mouth as he continued to 
pant. “Come on buddy,” I call. He didn’t move. The flow of blood from my wrist slowed as I 
tried to formulate a plan.
Months before, Stan had gotten stuck in a tree. I climbed the branches to retrieve him, 
but he climbed higher. I continued climbing until the tree could no longer support my weight. I 
stood on my toes, balancing on a narrow branch, trying to reach him. My fingertips grazed his 
tail, but he kept his distance. I was forced to give up my attempt to retrieve him, lest we should 
both perish. That night, thunder shook the windows and the rain blew sideways. I returned to the 
front door several times to lure Stan indoors, but to no avail. In the morning, as I walked down 
the driveway to my car, a waterlogged black cat slinked toward me. I took him inside and dried 
him off with a towel.
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Stan lay under the truck for five minutes, immobile and panting heavily. “Stanley,” I 
called again. He didn’t respond. If I were to reach under the truck to grab him, he might run 
away. I forced patience. This was the last night that Stan and I would be spending in the house. I 
was supposed to take him to our new home in the morning before I left town for the weekend. If 
he didn’t come back with me, he’d be left outside, alone for three days. There was no telling if he 
would wait around that long.
It had been almost two years since I started teaching. In class a few days before this 
move, I was helping George with an assignment. At the beginning of the school year, George 
would come into class, put his head down, and go to sleep. I would walk over to his desk and 
shake him. He’d lift his head and glare with bloodshot eyes before shouting at me. His message 
was simple; he didn’t care about me and he didn’t give a damn about what I had to say. Keeping 
in line with my disciplinary policy, I’d tell him to leave class.
George and I did this dance almost every day for several months. On the days that he 
didn’t sleep, I would talk to him, to try to figure out why he refused to stay awake. Over time, I 
learned that George’s father had left home when George was twelve, leaving behind a wife, 
George, and two younger children. George’s mom worked two jobs and was rarely home. Now, 
at sixteen years old, George had to dress his younger siblings, take them to school, drive them 
home, make them dinner, and put them to bed.
Eventually, George and I made a deal. He would do everything in his power to stay 
awake, but on the days that he had to sleep, I would leave him alone. At the beginning, George 
would only be conscious one day each week. In time, that number grew to two, then three, then 
four, then five days a week. By the end of the school year I could wake him up without being 
yelled at.
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As I helped George with his assignment, a boy jumped out of his seat and started 
attacking another student in the class. With the assistance of several other teachers, I eventually 
broke up the fight. The two boys were suspended after once again unleashing chaos on the 
classroom. But progress had been made with George.
The move with Stan was supposed to be a fresh start. Tom was moving to Minnesota, so I 
was free to impose a revised set of standards for Stan’s behavior. I hoped that by forcing Stan to 
stay inside, he would calm down, lose his feral instincts, and become a calmer, cuddlier kitty.
But if  Stan refused to leave the current house, if  he chose his hoodlum cat identity, my plans 
would be for naught. I just needed him to give me one more chance, a chance to treat him like a 
cat, free of expectations.
Not only were we moving, but I was also leaving the classroom. Though I’d learned to 
pull small victories from the jaws of defeat with students like George, frustrations with the 
violent and unstable environment had worn me down. I saw myself growing jaded and bitter, like 
a caricature from a high school sitcom. I needed a break. I needed a chance to reevaluate what 
drove me.
Staring at Stan beneath the pickup, my knees became sore from pressing into the 
concrete. One of us had to do something. I lay flat on my belly and began reaching towards Stan. 
“Here kitty, kitty, kitty,” I said, hoping to warn him of my approach. As my hand inched closer, I 
moved slowly, hoping to avoid startling him and to protect myself in case he attacked. When my 
hand was within an inch of Stan’s body, he squeaked out a meow before jumping to his feet. I 
pulled back, thinking that he was about to claw at my hand. He shook his head and began 
walking to where I lay, motionless, breathing shallowly. After a few quick steps, he was in my
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arms, eyes closed, purring loudly as I scratched his head. I purred back, whispering, “Hey 
buddy,” and carried him inside, ready to make our move.
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The Mississippi Marriage Machine 
Students move across campus, file into classrooms, make their way to the gym to avoid 
class, or duck in to bathrooms to smoke a quick cigarette. It’s a typical Monday. Elizabeth stands 
at the door to her classroom shaking each of the students’ hands before allowing them to enter 
the room. She learned the hand-shaking tactic by studying more corporate models of education. 
The life skill is necessary for securing a job and entering the middle class.
According to the rules, students approach the door, Elizabeth extends her hand, the 
student is expected to take her hand, firmly shake it while looking Elizabeth in the eye and 
responding to her “good morning” or “good afternoon.”
At the beginning of the school year, many students balked at the ritual, claiming to not 
want to touch a germ-infected hand. After assuring the rebels that her hands were clean, she’d 
informed them that they could not enter the class without the handshake. In time, she’d worn 
down even the stubborn students and attained complete compliance. In addition to developing 
skills, the daily routine also allowed Elizabeth to assess quickley each student’s state of mind 
before the student entered the class. A student, who typically shook hands without complaint, 
choosing to refuse Elizabeth’s hand signaled that trouble lay ahead. This information allowed 
Elizabeth to focus her attention on her students with the greatest emotional need each day, which 
allowed her to anticipate problems.
Her willingness to engage her students and to exercise patience with their daily struggles 
made Elizabeth one of the more popular teachers at the school. Once challenging students, who 
usually got through the school day by wearing teachers down, learned that Elizabeth was not 
going to let them break the rules nor was she going to stop caring about them. Her consistency in
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the midst of an otherwise chaotic environment provided her students with the structure many of 
them craved, and they loved her for it.
***
The five minutes between class periods when the hand shaking takes place are a 
headache. Campus security walks up and down the breezeways shouting, “Move, move, move, 
get to class,” while dozens of students stand with their backs against the walls, watching hordes 
of uniformed peers moving past. For many, the ringing of the bell is a mere suggestion. Students 
don’t listen to security guards because there are no consequences for disobedience. There are no 
consequences because the administration needs to keep students in school. Federal funding is 
linked to daily attendance.
Elizabeth and I have been teaching at the school for almost four months. Two days ago I 
threw a Christmas party at my house. The only person I hoped to see there, the entire reason I 
orchestrated the party, was Elizabeth. I’d taken notice of her a few weeks before when we’d been 
at the same bar. I’d overheard her describe some of her more flattering assets to a friend. Though 
she didn’t know it, I began my courtship that night and continued pressing my case throughout 
the workweek. I’d casually stop by her classroom to chat during our shared break period and run 
to walk her down the hallway after school.
When I conceived of the Christmas party, my plan was to get Elizabeth to my house, ply 
her with alcohol, and make out with her. The night of the party, she and her roommate came to 
my house and began riding a hot hand at the beer pong drinking game. As the duo threw ping 
pong ball after ping pong ball into their opponents’ cups and they themselves drank copiously, I 
hovered nearby, highfiving and hugging Elizabeth to celebrate her success. After several hours 
of heavy drinking and playful touching, I decided it was time to advance to the make out phase
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of my plan. Elizabeth and I adjourned to the coatroom. Faces flush and swaying with the good 
vibes of lowered inhibitions, we stared into each other’s bloodshot eyes, and I leaned in to 
initiate the action. But before I could plant my lips on hers, she turned her head to the side, 
deflecting my smooch to her cheek. I pulled back, confused and disappointed. Then another 
drunken reveler stumbled into the coatroom.
“What’s going on in here?” he spat out with a heavy tongue. He stumbled and grabbed 
my shoulder. I prepared to push him through the door. Elizabeth took me by the hand and led me 
back out to the party. We played drinking games and laughed. I thought I might have another 
chance to complete my plan, but at the end of the night, she went home.
Disappointed, I stumbled into my bedroom, which had served as a coatroom for the 
evening. Three women were in my bed. “What the hell,” I thought, and snuggled up in between 
them. I told jokes and the girls giggled. I dreamed the dreams of porno movies. Then there was a 
knock at the door.
“Come in,” called one of the girls in the bed. They all giggled.
“Sorry, I just forgot my cell phone,” said Elizabeth as she entered the room. I stared at 
her in horror. She walked across the room, her eyes on her feet, and rummaged through a purse 
on the floor. Finding her phone, she quickly walked to the door and whispered, “Good night,” 
before leaving.
I jumped from my bed and left the room. Elizabeth was already gone. I went into my 
roommate’s room and got into bed with him. He’d passed out hours before and did not register 
my presence. I sent Elizabeth a text message. “Thanks so much for coming over tonight,” I said. 
“I had a lot of fun. I’m sleeping with my roommate now. I hope you have a good night.” We 
exchanged messages the rest of the evening and, in time, I convinced her I wasn’t a player.
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***
Elizabeth returned to my house the following evening. We sat on the screened porch 
talking about our experience teaching at the high school. W e’d both recently graduated from 
college and moved to rural Mississippi. We both spent hours outside of school preparing our 
lessons. The instability of the school made going to work a dismal prospect.
“I just don’t know what I ’m doing here,” I said.
“It’s hard being so far away from family,” she replied. Beads of condensation formed on 
our glasses of ice water. Fireflies alighted in the grass.
“I’ve just been trying to get away from things for so long now. I want to feel like I’m 
moving towards something,” I continued. I’d left my hometown in California five years earlier to 
escape my overbearing father. After going to college in New York, fear that I might not get into 
a top law school drove my choice to move to Mississippi. Taking a sip of cold water, I sighed 
wearily.
“It’d be nice to be grounded in something,” she added. She rocked slowly in the wooden
chair.
My eyes traced the curve of her mouth and the supple swell of her breasts that had first 
attracted me. “Yeah,” I said, taking her in.
***
As Elizabeth shook her student’s hands before her fourth period class, two students from 
her fifth period pushed past her through the door. “Monica, Kristen” Elizabeth called. “Get out.” 
Students wandering campus was not uncommon, but they rarely chose to go to somewhere as 
mundane as a math class. Monica and Kristen ignored Elizabeth’s calls. They scanned the room.
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“Fuck you bitch,” shouted Monica having found her target. She and Kristen fell upon 
their victim.
Before coming to teach at the high school, I had only been familiar with the term 
“jumping” through prison documentaries and gangland films. At the school, students jumping 
one another took on an almost ritualized dimension. As I understood it, a student, somebody 
related to the student, or somebody the student knew, would commit some sort of wrong against 
another student, somebody related to the other student, or somebody the other student knew. 
Then the wronged student would be responsible for exacting revenge upon the offending student 
by publicly and surprisingly initiating an attack.
On the days that a jumping was scheduled to take place, most students and staff seemed 
at least vaguely aware that something was amiss, but nothing was done until the first pushes, 
scratches or punches were thrown. When the attack involved male combatants, the assault would 
usually be over after a matter of seconds. The boys would throw a few looping hooks that missed 
their target before locking each other in a headlock, thereby ensuring a stalemate until school 
staff came by to break up the fight. Jumpings involving girls were a spectacle. Female 
combatants frequently sought to seriously maim each other by scratching faces or pulling out 
clumps of hair.
Monica and Kristen circled their target. Then they pounced. One grabbed the hair and 
shook while the other threw jabs and clawed. Word of the fight spread through the hallways. 
Students still ambling towards classes rushed to Elizabeth’s classroom. If the number of 
onlookers reached a critical mass, they would create a bottleneck outside the door to the room. 
The mass of students would prevent help from arriving and leave Elizabeth alone. Knowing this, 
Elizabeth grabbed Kristen around the waist and pushed her out the door. Kristen fled the scene.
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Elizabeth turned her attention to Monica who was by now feverishly clawing at her victim. 
Grabbing Monica around the waist, Elizabeth began leading her to the door. Instead of 
compliantly fleeing the scene, Monica threw an elbow into Elizabeth’s stomach. Not wanting to 
push Monica further, Elizabeth loosened her grip. Monica then turned, looked Elizabeth in the 
eye, and punched Elizabeth in the mouth before running from the classroom. Taking a deep 
breath, Elizabeth focused her attention on the victim of the assault, who was now being 
restrained from pursuing her attackers by several students. As Elizabeth calmly spoke to the girl, 
security arrived and escorted the victim away. The bell then rang, marking the beginning of 
fourth period, and Elizabeth walked to the board at the front of the classroom to begin teaching 
her lesson. Part of the way through her introduction to the new material, a student raised his hand 
and said, “You’re bleeding from your lip.” Pausing from her lesson, Elizabeth walked to her 
desk, grabbed a tissue, dabbed her lip, soaked up the blood, and continued teaching.
During our shared break period later that afternoon, I went to Elizabeth’s classroom. She 
told me about the attack and showed me the small cut on her lip. “Did it hurt?” I asked.
“You know, not really,” she replied. “I was so caught up in the moment that I didn’t 
really feel anything.” She ran her fingers through her hair.
I tried to distract her. “Last week I brought one of those old-school overhead projectors 
into my class. You know, the ones where you take clear sheet and the mirror reflects it bigger. 
Anyway, part of the way through the lesson, I trip on the power cord and the thing falls off the 
table. The kids go crazy. I try turning the machine back on, but the light bulb has burned out. So 
I grab a spare bulb and open the thing up. But when I go to grab the burned out bulb, the thing is 
like a million degrees and I burn my hand. I’ve got this big old blister on my finger and one of 
the kids starts pointing and laughing at me. Another student says, ‘Don’t laugh at him like that,
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he’s hurt.’ The next thing you know, the two girls are screaming at each other. I make the one 
that laughed leave the room and right after I put her out in the hallway, I hear this voice behind 
me saying, ‘I’m throwing up white stuff.’ I turn and the girl who tried to help me out is sitting at 
her desk with a handful of white vomit that’s just dripping down her arm and through her fingers 
onto the floor. Anyway, by the time I got it all sorted out and the projector back up and running, 
the period was over.” I looked for Elizabeth’s reaction.
She stared blankly through a window. “That’s too funny,” she said blandly.
I sat on top of a desk, dangling my feet. We sat in silence for a few moments. “Well, you 
look good,” I finally said.
“Thanks,” she replied. She paused, thinking. “The other students in the class were 
shocked. Not because of the fight, but because I didn’t punch Monica back. I think I showed 
them something,” she continued.
“If nothing else, you’ve got some street cred now,” I added. I shuffled on top of the desk. 
She continued stroking her hair. I wanted to comfort her, but didn’t know the boundaries.
The intercom in the corner of the room crackled. “Hello,” said the disembodied voice of 
the intercom.
“Yes?” replied Elizabeth.
“You need to go to the district office after school. There’s a meeting at 3pm,” the voice 
said, clicking off the intercom.
The bell rang. I jumped down from the desk. “Let me know if there’s anything I can do 
for you,” I offered.
“Thanks,” she said. She’d already begun shuffling papers and sorting calculators to teach 
the next class. I hesitated, then slipped out the door.
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***
After school, I got into my truck and followed Elizabeth to the district office. She hadn’t 
invited me to come along. I parked next to her and we got out of our vehicles.
“What are you doing here?” she asked.
I tried to sound confident. “I just thought you might need some support,” I replied.
She looked at me incredulously. “Okay,” she answered. “But I doubt they’ll let you in. 
There’s not going to be anything for you to do.”
I smiled. “That’s fine. I’ll just wait for you,” I said.
Inside the building, we sat on retired wooden school chairs and waited. The cavernous, 
pre-fabricated building felt empty. Most staff had gone home for the day. In the distance, a copy 
machine spat out stacks of tests.
“What do you think is going to happen?” I asked.
She ran her fingers through her hair. “They’ll just ask me what happened in the class. I’ll 
tell the truth. The rest is up to them,” she replied.
I wandered over to an antique filing cabinet and pulled open a drawer. It was filled with 
student report cards from the days of segregation. Words like “negro” and “colored” described 
the students and schools. “You should check this out,” I said to Elizabeth.
“I don’t think you’re supposed to be looking at that,” she replied. “Somebody could be 
coming by any minute.”
I closed the drawer and sat back down on the wooden bench. “You sure do play with your 
hair a lot,” I said.
“When I was in the ninth grade I had this English teacher, Mrs. Hammer,” she replied. “I 
used to sit at the front of the class running my fingers back and forth through my hair all day. I’d
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be staring at her the entire class while stroking my hair. I did it in all my classes. It soothes me. 
Then one day she threw her book on the floor and shouted, ‘Will you please stop playing with 
your hair?’ I’ve tried to be more selective since.”
I sat on my hands, squeezing my knuckles between my rear and the hard wooden seat. 
“Well, I think you’ve earned it today,” I replied.
A heavyset secretary rounded the corner. “They’re ready for you,” she said to Elizabeth. 
The secretary looked at me. “Is there something I can help you with?” she asked.
“No, I’m just here for moral support,” I stammered. The secretary continued to look 
incredulously at me.
“All right then,” she said. “Come on.” Elizabeth rose and entered a back room to testify 
against Monica.
Elizabeth emerged thirty minutes later. I was thumbing through the antique report cards. 
Seeing her, I closed the door and ran over. “How did it go?” I asked.
Her eyes were red. She stared into the distance and slowly walked toward the exit. “They 
treated me like a liar,” she said. “They made it seem like it was my fault. Nobody even asked me 
how I was or if  I was okay.”
“Is anything going to happen to Monica?” I asked.
A tear rolled down Elizabeth’s cheek. “They’re going to expel her,” she replied.
I matched my stride with hers. We passed the antique filing system and empty desks. 
“Screw those people,” I said. When we got to the door, she gently squeezed my hand.
A 1974 study by Donald Dutton and Arthur Aron examined whether heightened anxiety 
also heightens sexual attraction. As men crossed a bridge, either an attractive female or a male
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met the subject half way across. The accomplice asked the subject to complete a short 
questionnaire that asked the men to write a story based upon a picture of a young woman. After 
writing their stories, the men were given the phone number of their interviewer and told to call if 
they had any questions.
The primary experimental variable, besides the gender of the person with the 
questionnaire, was the bridge itself. One bridge was a rickety suspension bridge over a deep 
gully. The other was made of wood and stood only ten feet from the ground.
Dutton and Aron later evaluated the dramatic stories the men wrote for their sexual 
content. The researchers found that men on the frightening bridge composed much more erotic 
stories than the men on the stable bridge. More importantly, significantly more men from the 
shaky bridge called the female assistant than did men from the wooden bridge. According to 
Dutton and Aron, these findings suggest that heightened anxiety, at least in men, leads to 
heightened levels of sexual attraction.
Thinking that the thrill-seeking men willing to cross the experimental bridge were 
predisposed to eroticism, Dutton and Aron replicated the experiment. The second time around 
they surveyed men at the center of the bridge and men ten minutes after crossing the bridge. The 
scientists expected the down time to allow the anxiety-inducing effects of the crossing to wear 
off. The men at the center of the bridge still wrote more erotic stories than their post-crossing 
counterparts.
A second follow-up experiment was conducted in a laboratory to eliminate the damsel in 
distress effect. Dutton and Aron wanted to see if the men at the center of the bridge were anxious 
because the female assistant might be harmed. The researchers threatened the men with 
electrocution. When the men were threatened with a strong shock, their level of anxiety
106
increased. If the man expected a weak shock and knew that the woman expected a strong shock, 
he felt almost no more anxiety than if both he and the woman expected a weak shock. For the 
men, self-preservation ruled the day.
Sitting across a table from a friend, I relate the story of how Elizabeth and I met. W e’d 
been married for almost two years and had moved to Alaska. It was fours years after Elizabeth 
received her punch to the face. “And now we’re heading back to Mississippi for a wedding,” I 
told the friend. “The couple were also teachers who came from out of state to work in the 
community.”
“Is that pretty common?” the friend asked.
I took a moment to think, counting through the romantic relationships that formed while I 
was there. “Well, there’s this couple, plus two more who are engaged, and then one more that is 
expected to get engaged. So that’s five marriages out of thirty people who came to the schools 
from out of state,” I replied.
“It’s like the Mississippi marriage machine,” remarked the friend. I shifted in my seat. 
The idea robbed the story of its particularity.
One evening, I snuggled with Elizabeth in bed. Placing several strands between each 
finger, I started at the top of her head and slowly stroked her hair. She sighed her contentment 
and rolled over.
“What did you think of me when we first met?” I asked.
Eyes closed, she prepared to sleep while I petted her. “I thought you were kind of a dick,” 
she replied. “You seemed to be all about going to parties and trying to get laid.”
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I placed my hand on her belly and felt the kicking of our child within. Elizabeth cooed 
softly beneath my touch. “What changed?” I asked.
“You showed me something more,” she replied. She rolled over and I wrapped my arm 
around her. We fell asleep.
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On Silence
Silence speaks to our greatest insecurities—being alone, being unwanted, and ultimately 
death. In horror movies silence is a sure sign of danger; the hero walking through the forest 
notices that all life has stopped making its characteristic clamor. Then all hell breaks loose.
When people want to relax, they look for peace and quiet, but never silence. We want the leaves 
rustling, the crickets chirping, the refrigerator whirring in the background to remind us that we 
still exist.
Darkness, tastelessness, numbness, and silence are all absences, denoting something 
almost sinister.
When a conversation goes stale, we fall into an awkward silence and wait for someone or 
something to breathe life back into the moment.
The Sons of Liberty wanted a voice in Parliament. Dictators clinging to power will cut 
phone lines and internet connections. At the same time, the Silent Majority is an unknown, 
unseen goliath lurking in the background, waiting to lash out at the least provocation.
Silence is a tool. A teacher might use it to force students to respond to a question. 
Television detectives use it to force a moral crisis that leads to a confession. A hunter uses it to 
stalk his prey. My father uses it as a weapon.
When I was in my late twenties, my father and I took a trip to the Carolinas in order to, in 
his words, engage in some father-son bonding. I’d only agreed to go on the trip out of a sense of 
obligation.
Over the course of the first several days, which were spent in Charlotte, I followed my 
father through a Segway tour and a gastronomic exploration of the local Irish pub. During a self­
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guided walking tour of a sprawling estate, my father stopped to sit on a bench. He’d gained a 
significant amount of weight since the last time I’d seen him. His swollen feet stretched his 
sneakers and his belly peeked out from the bottom of his shirt. W e’d walked two stories of the 
manor and the sticky Southern heat clung to his skin. I continued into the basement, leaving my 
father behind.
After viewing a historical timeline of the estate and the white-tiled underground 
swimming pool, I waited for my father at the exit. Thirty minutes later, he shuffled up the stairs.
“I thought you’d gone to the bathroom,” he said.
***
In Charleston, my father met me in the hotel lobby during breakfast. I’d woken early 
gone downstairs to be alone, read a book, and drunk some coffee before spending the afternoon 
trapped on a tour bus cruising past more antebellum manors. As I munched on the 
complimentary continental breakfast, my father walked in. Wearing a baseball cap to protect his 
bald head from the sun, he approached me. “We need to talk,” he said. I set my coffee cup down 
and we went to an unoccupied area of the lobby. We sat in deep, leather chairs. “It’s clear that 
neither of us are having any fun,” he continued. “We need to fix this, or we need to go our 
separate ways and never see each other again.”
***
My father says he didn’t remarry after my mother left when I was four because he wanted 
to devote his life to me. When I was young, that pledge made me feel special, despite my 
parents’ inability to stay together. I think that since he failed as a husband, he was intent on 
succeeding as a father.
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During my childhood, he bought me everything I wanted, let me watch movies I was too 
young to watch, and put a television and a computer in my bedroom. He came to every little 
league game, school play, and parent conference. We went on vacation to Disneyworld and rode 
every ride every day for a week. In exchange, I hated my mother.
My mother did not choose the monastic route after the divorce. In fact, she went directly 
from my father’s bed into another man’s. She’d planned the move for some time. Within months 
of the divorce settlement, she remarried. My parents split custody and I spent Mondays and 
Tuesdays with my mother, Wednesdays and Thursdays with my father, and I switched houses 
every other weekend. My friends, the few I had who stuck around despite my radical mood 
swings and constantly furrowed brow, never knew where to find me on a given day.
On the days I spent with my father I regaled him with stories of how the wicked witch 
and Jethro (as we called my stepfather who drove a pickup truck, much like a Beverly Hillbilly) 
had spent the entire visit watching Cops or some other lowbrow show. I described the dangers of 
the neighborhood where my mother and stepfather lived. Police regularly patrolled the streets 
and the nearby park served as a gathering point for gangs and other undesirable elements. I told 
my father that I had to spend hours in my room alone and that the wicked witch and Jethro drank 
copious amounts of alcohol.
What I didn’t tell my father was that watching a car hurtling through city streets, dodging 
pedestrians and other motorists while pursued by police and crashing into a ditch along the side 
of the road was incredibly exciting. I didn’t tell him about how John, also known as Jethro, took 
me to the park to launch model rockets. I didn’t tell him about doughnut days with my mother. I 
knew the going rate of exchange.
***
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One day, my father and I drove to the shopping mall to buy me a new toy. I was eleven 
years old. On the way, I mentioned that my stepfather planned to get a new tattoo. “That 
figures,” my father responded. “Just remember that if  you ever get a tattoo, you’ll never be able 
to get a good job. People will think you’ve been to prison or that you are uneducated.”
We drove down the highway. My father weaved in and out of traffic. “I think some of his 
tattoos look kind of cool,” I said. My father set his jaw and clenched the steering wheel. He 
tailgated the car in front of us. When we passed, he gave the driver the finger. “I mean, I would 
never get one, but they don’t seem all bad. You know what I mean?” I continued. He stared 
ahead. His breathing had grown deep and controlled. Looking to change the subject, I said, 
“Sometimes you just have to help these bastards get out of the way, right?” Critiquing the 
driving of others was one of our favorite topics of conversation. But my father didn’t bite.
Several minutes passed. I wept in my seat.
Eventually, my father turned in my direction. With bulging eyes, he broke his silence. 
“You know what you’ve done,” he said.
“No I don’t,” I replied. “Tell me.” No response. He kept his gaze forward and his mouth 
shut. I searched my memory for an answer. Unable to find one, I said, “I’m sorry.”
“Sorry for what?” he replied.
“I don’t know,” I said, still sobbing. “Please, tell me.” My father responded with silence.
I tried to breathe, to clear my head. I calculated and spat out the only answer that seemed likely 
to work. “Whatever I did, I’m sorry,” I said.
He continued breathing heavily for several minutes. I waited for his response. Taking an 
especially deep breath, he finally said, “I deserve your respect.”
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“I do respect you. I’m so sorry I made you mad. I love you,” I quickly replied. My father 
loosened his grip on the steering wheel and let his shoulders rest.
“I forgive you,” he replied.
When I became a teenager, I became my father’s significant other. Instead of sex, he 
wanted my time and affection. I wanted his money.
One weekend during my sophomore year, I failed to offer to help mow the lawn. A 
silence ensued. That evening, I took refuge in my room and contented myself with computer 
games, Cinemax soft-core porn, and microwave dinners. After a few hours, my father threw open 
my bedroom door. The handle smashed into the wall and my father stomped across the room. He 
came to the desk where I sat, reached behind the computer monitor, and pulled the power cord. 
He turned to look at me.
“Move,” he said through clenched teeth. I pushed the rolling chair back from the desk. He 
shimmied past and pulled the cord from the television. With both power sources in hand, he 
stomped from the room and slammed the door shut. I walked to my bookshelf and pulled an old 
favorite. I then hopped in bed and settled in for a long evening.
Hours later, I heard my father’s feet stomping up the stairs. As his footsteps approached 
my bedroom, I sat upright, but kept my eyes on my book. He again flung open the door, 
slamming the handle into the wall. I kept reading. He stared at me a moment, breathing his heavy 
breaths.
“You sit in the dark,” he sneered through his unending scowl. He flipped the light switch, 
slammed the door, and stomped down the stairs. I took a flashlight from my nightstand and 
continued reading.
113
Several hours later, I hid the flashlight as my father’s heavy footsteps announced his 
approach. He flung open the door and stood silhouetted against the light in the hallway. He 
placed his hands on his hips and breathed deep, rapid breaths. I could tell by the angle of his 
head that he stared at me.
“Can I help you?” I asked.
“I’ve had it,” he announced. “I am sick and tired of your constant disrespect. All I do is 
go out of my way to serve you, and all I get in return is this. Well I’m done, mister. You’ve been 
on easy street until now. No more car, no more money, no more TV, no more computer, no more 
anything. I am through.”
“What are you talking about?” I asked.
He crossed his arms against his chest and cocked his head to the side. “I spent all 
afternoon outside doing yard work and did you even once offer to help? No,” he continued.
I closed my eyes to collect my thoughts. “If you wanted help, you should have just 
asked,” I replied.
Without missing a beat, he responded, “I shouldn’t have to ask. You should want to help
me.”
“Why would I want to do yard work?” I replied.
“That’s it,” he shouted. “I am through with you and your attitude. I don’t deserve this. 
You’re on your own now, mister.”
Fearing he might one day follow through on the threat he’d issued numerous times 
before, I retreated to familiar territory. “I’m sorry.”
“For what?” my father sneered.
“I’m sorry I didn’t show you more respect,” I replied.
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My father took a deep breath. His jaw relaxed. “Come here,” he said, opening his arms. I 
rose from my bed and walked into his embrace. “You know I love you,” he continued.
“Yeah, I know,” I replied, wrapped in his arms.
“You’re never going to escape that man if you don’t leave,” counseled my mother. We 
were preparing my college applications. I had four criteria when choosing a school: The 
university had to be small, private, liberal arts focused, and far away from home. Most California 
schools were out of the question, as they could be reached with a seven-hour drive or a short 
plane flight.
My mother and I had reconciled a couple years before I started high school. I’d come 
clean about the wicked witch and Jethro nicknames. I never learned the details of what had led to 
the divorce. But she did tell me about my father’s attempt to hide the iron as she packed up the 
house. She mentioned that my father had aimed his silence at her as well. In the process, my 
mother and I formed another symbiotic relationship.
I ended up going to college in rural New York. There were no direct flights to the nearby 
airport. I became friends with a group of guys who lived on my floor. Crammed into a tiny 
double occupancy dorm room, the seven of us drank cheap beer, watched movies, and tried to 
get into frat parties. I worked hard to stay on top of my studies, and I generally succeeded.
Less than a month into my first semester, I called my father to check in. It had been two 
weeks since my last call home. His cell phone rang through without an answer. I tried the home 
phone. Again, there was no answer, so I left a message. Usually, my father could be counted on
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to return a call within forty-eight hours. He missed that window. I called again and left another 
message. When a week passed, I knew I was in trouble.
“My father’s not returning my calls,” I told my friends who had gathered to watch a
movie.
“Why not?” one asked.
“Because he’s giving me the silent treatment,” I replied. They didn’t know what to say. 
They all came from stable households.
“That sucks,” the friend replied.
“Yeah,” I said, jumping onto my bed to watch the movie. Not having to worry about the 
appearance of my father’s silhouetted figure in my doorway, I drank some cheap beer and we 
went to a frat party.
Another week passed without word from my father. I started to worry. Maybe he’d been 
hospitalized and no one back home knew how to get a hold of me. Maybe he’d died in our home 
and the body hadn’t been discovered. I sent him an email. “I called you over two weeks ago and 
haven’t heard back,” I wrote. “I’m starting to worry that you are dead. Please call me back.” I 
told my friends about my concerns and we settled in to watch another movie.
Part of the way through the film, my phone rang. It was my father. I walked toward the 
door. “Who is it?” a friend asked.
“My father,” I replied. “It would have been better if  he was dead.” I entered the hallway, 
leaving my bewildered friends behind, and walked into a private study room.
“Hello,” I answered.
“Hi,” my father replied.
“How are you doing?” I asked.
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“Fine,” he said. I waited for him to advance the conversation. He didn’t say anything. He 
just breathed his heavy breaths into the receiver.
“So what’s up?” I asked, trying to pretend nothing was the matter. My father didn’t 
respond. I waited thirty seconds before attempting to end the conversation. “Okay then,” I said. 
“I’ve got to be going. Thanks for calling. I’m glad you’re alive.”
“Don’t wait so long to call next time,” he answered. The rate of exchange: Two weeks
silence for two weeks without a call. He hung up before I could reply.
***
After graduating from college, I moved to rural Mississippi to teach at an 
underperforming high school. I often stayed up as late as 4:00am planning a lesson before 
leaving for school at 7:00am to execute the lesson. At the end of the day, I drank heavily and 
chain-smoked, preparing to do it all again.
I leaned on my father during this period. I called him multiple times each week on my 
thirty-minute drive home from work. I didn’t want to talk about my job. I just wanted the 
familiar banter about his accounting practice and sports. Setting my truck on cruise control, I’d 
crack a window and light a cigar. Puffing away, I’d ask my father leading questions to keep him 
talking as I half listened, watching fields of corn pass by the window.
A few months into the semester, I started dating Elizabeth, another teacher at the high 
school. We filled the void left by our jobs, and spent every waking minute outside of work 
together. W e’d sit on her couch silently pounding away at our keyboards, planning lessons for 
the coming school day as her recently adopted puppy nipped at our feet. When we closed our 
computers, she would lie in my arms watching television while I stroked her hair.
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By February, after Elizabeth and I had been dating for a couple of months, my phone 
calls home became erratic. At first I scaled my calls to my father down to a bi-weekly habit. As 
time wore on and as I grew increasingly secure with Elizabeth, I called once a week. When I 
called in February, it had been almost two weeks since my last contact with my father. As I 
drove down the road, cigar firmly clenched between my teeth, the phone rang in my ear. It went 
to my father’s voicemail. I left a message. It would be over seven months until I heard from my 
father again.
At first, I assumed my father and I would follow the same conflict pattern we’d 
established during my college faux pas. But as February turned into March and still I had no 
word from my father, I braced for an extended saga. I tried calling him several more times, just 
to cover my bases for the inevitable conflict, but, predictably, he did not respond. I turned to 
Elizabeth for comfort. She assumed a role that neither my father nor my mother had been able to 
handle. She didn’t try to use my frustrations to her own advantage. I learned to love her.
As March wore on, I became increasingly confident that the stalemate with my father 
would break. When I was a child, I’d once forgotten his birthday and, as result, he didn’t speak 
to me for several days. He also once stopped speaking to me on Christmas Day because I hadn’t 
used all of the gifting money he’d given me to buy presents. So I knew that when my birthday 
came at the end of March, he’d have to acknowledge me in some way.
On my birthday, I checked the mail. There was no card. I kept my phone charged and by 
my side, watching it throughout celebratory dinner Elizabeth had orchestrated with friends. I 
waited for my father to call. When midnight came and I still hadn’t heard from him, I wept in 
Elizabeth’s arms.
“Hasn’t he done this before?” she asked.
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“He’s gone for weeks without talking to me,” I answered through my sobbing. “But he’s 
never gone out of his way to hurt me.”
***
After the birthday snub, my job continued to consume me, but I worked to strengthen my 
relationship with Elizabeth. We planned a summer road trip to the West Coast. As we mapped 
our route, we penciled in a five-day stop to see my father in California. We hit the road in May 
and did not cancel the California leg of our trip until we reached my mother’s house in northern 
Arizona. Instead of seeing my father, Elizabeth and I spent the weekend in Vegas. We stayed in a 
cheap hotel that gave us a free bottle of vodka upon check in. We gambled and walked the strip 
and we laughed. At the end of the weekend, we bypassed California on our way to see a friend in 
Oregon. The hours on the road through swaths of desert gave us time to dream. We imagined 
what our jobs might look like the next year. We talked of marriage and starting a family. At the 
end of the summer, I dropped Elizabeth off with her family in Chicago and drove back to 
Arizona. I picked up a family diamond ring and drove to Mississippi.
Though I did not propose to Elizabeth for over a year after our road trip, we began 
planning a life together. As I imagined that life, I saw no place for my father in it. I only had 
room for one significant other. There was no space for that first love who could send me into 
tears from thousands of miles away.
But when my father finally called in August, I answered. I walked out of my house and 
stood in the carport smoking a cigarette. “Hello,” I said.
“Hi, my father responded, breathing his heavy breaths. After a few moments of silence, 
he continued, “It’s been a while. What have you been up to?”
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We fumbled through the conversation. I told him I was dating a girl, but did not elaborate 
on my intentions toward her. He talked about a recent trip he’d taken to Maine to spend time 
with a woman he’d met online. Though he’d intended to stay for two weeks, he left after only a 
few days because he found her boring. Silence loomed over the exchange.
After fifteen minutes of banter, I looked to wrap things up. “Well, I’ve got to be going. 
Thanks for calling,” I said.
“Yeah,” my father replied. “Don’t wait so long to call next time.”
I’d prepared for this maneuver. “You’re welcome to pick up the phone and call anytime,” 
I said as I hung up.
Seated in the deep, leather chairs of the Charleston hotel lobby, I considered my father’s 
ultimatum. Ever since the seven-month silence in Mississippi, I’d assumed that I would one day 
have to end my relationship with him to protect my family. Now that Elizabeth and I were 
married and she was eight months pregnant, the time seemed ripe. But I couldn’t do it.
“We can try to fix it,” I replied. “What do you think the problem is?”
“I don’t know,” he said, folding his arms across his chest. “I’ve done nothing but go out 
of my way to be nice. All I get from you are one-word responses to questions and a shitty 
attitude.”
My heart pounded in my head. I clenched my teeth and breathed short, deep breaths. 
“What about the seven months you didn’t talk to me while I was in Mississippi?” I said. I’d 
played my trump card.
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“What about it?” he replied. “That Christmas you gave me a T-shirt you had clearly 
purchased at the airport on the way home. And it didn’t even fit. Then you went over two weeks 
without calling me. I deserve better than that.”
I quivered. “You’re telling me you didn’t talk to me for seven months because of a 
fucking T-shirt,” I said. “And instead of picking up the phone because you wanted to chat, you 
decided to punish me? Fuck that. You are fucking ridiculous.” The other hotel guests continued 
eating their breakfasts in the lobby. A television quietly related the morning’s news in the 
background.
My father took a deep breath. “Look,” he began. “I know I’m not perfect. I learned a lot 
of these things from my mother.”
I had an uncle, my father’s brother, whom I’d never met because my grandmother had 
stopped talking to him. Once, after my father and I visited my grandmother, she called our house 
looking for her red bath towels. She accused me of stealing them. I was eight and my father 
denied the theft. She didn’t speak to us for the six months it took her to find the towels in the 
laundry room.
“I never learned to express myself very well,” my father continued. “I’m sorry I’ve hurt 
you. I love you desperately and I want nothing but the best for you.”
The apology was the first he’d ever made.
***
Silence speaks to our greatest insecurities. It evokes loss and isolation.
On the silent night, we still sing. When terrorists attempt to silence satire, we hold rallies 
and we are one.
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Moments of silence are fleeting. Cultures of silence promote victimhood. Giving a voice 
empowers the people. When we speak, we are heard, and we can heal.
122
